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      For the love of God, I write.
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            THE LOVE OF HIM

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Whether a Psalm, poem, or Hymn.

        I will praise and confess my love for Him.

        Use my heart and soul when I give up my ear.

        Listening for a sound to know the mighty one is still near.

        Outbox life with God in my corner.

        Who should I fear?

        My life is his will. Our Father is still on the throne.

        The key to my heart. The rock to my cornerstone.

        You all can do it, y’all way.

        But I’m gonna fly out and do it, Yahweh.

        In the sky, I’m Staying above the rim.

        My noggin is always protected with His Brim.

        The beat to the melody is the reason I sing a hymn.

        The life that I breathe is the reason I’m in love with Him.

        Because when I die. I will rest with Him. Absent from the body and present with Him.

        Until then, let this poem rhyme and hymn. Remind you the reason for,

        The love of Him.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE AUTHOR OF LIFE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Every day I’m trying to be the one God sent me to be.

        The soul and the child he wanted from me.

        From the beginning, there was something I was destined to be.

        It wasn’t no accident that the accident caused a blessing in me.

        As long I’m still here, My vision is still clear.

        If God is my strength. Who should I now fear?

        No devil, no demon or gun.

        I have 99 problems but my Faith in God, not one.

        The love of the Lord brings tears to a man’s eye.

        No shame in my identity.

        I’m the child of the most high.

        Angel of the Lord on my right side.

        I wrote many wrongs, but his love got me back on the right side.

        There are dark days, but I know with Him. There’s a bright side.

        The armory and the shield on my right side.

        Keep in step with the Lord.

        No harm from any weapon.

        Gun, knife, or sword.

        Love for the Lamb that paid the price.

        Shed blood for me.

        My Author of Life.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RIGHT WITH YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A life without God is no life at all.

        Why didn’t I figure this out before my downfall?

        The Devil was there behind every stall.

        Helped cover my pain with sex and Alcohol.

        Fun times-not.

        It’s like I didn’t need God at all,

        but when I need help, he’s the first I call.

        Lord, I feel blessed, but I missed stepped.

        Should have been walking right, but I went left.

        Should have listened, but instead, I wasted my gifts, and my Talents (Matt 25:14-30) went missing.

        Its all crystal clear now but,

        I feel out of place in my own space.

        It seems like, I’m missing eyes from my own face.

        Why am I sitting here doubting and dreaming?

        When the Devil sitting on my life, plotting and scheming.

        With Jesus, I’m Believing,

        I can do all things through Christ,

        and that’s worth Achieving.

        My pride comes from loving God.

        Am I wrong for that?

        I’m a tough man with a soft heart.

        Should I thank my mom for that?

        I’m blessed by God, for the teachings over beatings.

        I thank my mom for that.

        Because of the word of God,

        My vision has a different view.

        But God, who would of knew,

        The boy from Jersey would grow up and have so much love for you.

        On a journey to say a word or two.

        If they didn’t understand the first time.

        I’ll give them another clue.

        Now it’s my time to tell the people.

        It is now time.

        To get right with,

        YOU.

      

      

      With Love,

      
        
        Bradley Cornish
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      The dog tugged on its chain, a low growl deep in its throat. Damon looked down at the terrier and scowled at it. It was a cute little black-and-white thing. At least, it would be if it wasn't snarling at him.

      "Move along," he muttered to the creature as it haunted him. Damon realized why he hated his job. He walked up to the porch and gently tapped the door. Without waiting for an answer, he plopped the package down at the door and keyed into his DIAD that the package had been delivered.

      Stepping down from the steps, the terrier lunged at him again, the chain straining. The growls had culminated into high-pitched barks. Most delivery drivers wouldn't have delivered the package with an angry dog guarding the door.

      Damon didn't care. He was not in the mood for dogs today. He wanted a reason to kick something and release his tension for agreeing to work overtime. The afternoon sun burned his skin, and the sweat on his back ran down his underwear.

      He jumped into his truck and sighed heavily, pulling out his phone. Unable to help himself, he pulled up Insta-pic. He had set up a fake profile to watch seductive videos or dirty photos behind Olivia's back. After being married for several years, he felt unappreciated for being the single breadwinner.

      After scrolling through several videos, Damon pulled out his half-finished marijuana joint and lit it in the back of the truck so the fan could blow out the smoke. It was the only time he smoked behind Olivia's back. She would give him a guilt trip if he did it in the house. Damon hated having so many secrets behind his wife but thought they were on two opposite paths. Damon didn't care about life. He only lived for the moment.

      "One moment, you're here. One moment, you're not." Damon always told himself.

      Olivia managed the money and kept them on even grounds. Even if it meant Damon couldn't have a few extra dollars in his wallet. He hated not being in control of his finances, especially when his name was on the checks, mortgage, bills, and car.

      They tried to have children, but they discovered Olivia suffered from polycystic ovarian syndrome. She couldn't conceive. It crushed them both. He felt guilty when he didn't do enough to console her about her diagnosis. She turned to God for answers, and he turned to self-desires to escape the world he signed up for when he said.

      "I do!"

      When he was scrolling through pictures, his envy of people grew as they flaunted living the luxurious life. A life he wished he had without Olivia. The dance videos turned into images of lust that consumed his guilty conscience. He finished smoking and tucked his phone away. He was cursing his job under his breath and showing hatred for delivering packages.

      He grabbed the flat package–a light thing for the size–and stepped down from his truck. He dropped it anyway, rolling his eyes, becoming livid with life.

      “Stupid package.”

      He was trying to blame it for falling. He kicked it before he picked it up. Damon realized he was mad because he was hungry after smoking, and his wife wouldn't let him spend his money on a cheeseburger.

      It was Damon's daily routine. The time of the day, he told himself.

      "Life Sucks!”

      After he stretched his back, he grew more annoyed by the noise.

      That dog down the street was still barking at him. Damon gave the dog the peace sign and kept moving toward the front door.

      He hadn't been to this house before. He admired this one. The house was prim and tidy, with professional landscaping. Curtains hung at the windows; an intricate glass design framed the door. A metal elephant sat beside the door, welcoming him.

      "Dang, this is nice," Damon thought, looking at the elephant and running his fingers around its trunk.

      Damon paused at the steps and knocked on the door before setting the package down. As he was keying in a delivery confirmation, a loud crash sounded, like a lamp had fallen. A bloodcurdling scream resonated inside the house.

      Damon's heart leaped in his throat. He stepped back from the door, almost tripping over his feet. What was he hearing? Domestic abuse? Or had the cat knocked over a vase?

      Then he heard a loud thumping sound with a strangled cry, followed by, “Please, don't hurt me!" In a shrill female voice.

      "What the heck?" Damon said to himself. He was a little confused by what he heard.

      That wasn't a broken vase. Damon froze before he acted. He wanted confirmation that something was wrong and not just in his head.

      Damon tried the door. "Ma'am?" He asked, heart pounding. "Is everything all right in there?"

      He heard a smack, another cry, followed by scuffling before a yelp, this one lower, a grunt.

      Damon soared over the flowerbed to the nearest window and peered inside—an empty guest bedroom.

      Rushing back to the door, he tried it again, then pressed the doorbell. "Ma'am, Should I call someone?"

      Silence answered him. Damon pondered. Every second felt like an eternity. The lonely street sent chills down his spine.

      He thought this wasn't the time to be a hero. He had enough problems to worry about. His job, wife, and bills. Plus, he knew he was high as a kite.

      His instincts screamed at him to return to the truck and call for help. He didn't want to deal with any misfortunes.

      However, curiosity got the better of him. Hearing the cries kept playing in his mind. What if she was Olivia and needed help? He would want someone to do something.

      Grabbing the metal elephant, he rushed to the guest bedroom door, smashing the glass. It shattered louder than he expected, making him wince. He looked around to see if anyone saw what he had done. The sun blinded his vision. He saw trees dancing and the wind circling the leaves into dust devils as he returned to focus on the broken window.

      He went for it, crawling inside and cutting his forearm on the glass as he jumped through the screen. Adrenaline strengthened him. Damon rushed out of the bedroom and into the entryway. Seeing nothing, he wandered into the living room. His heart was racing, with his palms sweating. Not noticing the blood from his forearm dripping on the carpet in every room he entered.

      He halted, stomach twisting. "Shoot," he swore as his eyes widened. Focusing his attention on the dim room, he entered. Damon placed his hands on top of his head. The room felt chilly as he got lightheaded.

      Damon could hear his heartbeat as his knees became fragile. Then he realized what he was seeing.

      A middle-aged woman faced down on the carpet, dark hair a stark contrast against the buttery color. But that wasn't what caught Damon's attention.

      Blood soaked the carpet around her head. Nausea swept Damon, and he had to take a couple of deep breaths to keep from vomiting all over the floor. Damon hunched over with his hands on his knees. Wheezing like he had an asthma attack, he couldn't keep his eyes off the woman.

      Next to the woman was a bookend, missing from her library and stained with the same deep red blood. Someone had smashed her head with it.

      Damon took a quick look around the house. The perpetrator had to still be in there. "Hello?" He called. He couldn't see anything in the room. Silenced echoed his call. Darkness followed.

      His voice was strained.

      "I need some help in here!"

      There was no answer.

      Damon approached the woman, taking careful steps. His adrenaline didn't notice the blood coming from his forearm. She laid still.

      He hesitated. In all the crime shows he had watched, the rule was not to touch a body until the police arrived. But what if she wasn't dead? He had to check. Crouching, he turned her over. Wide, terrified brown eyes met his. Her mouth was agape, her tongue swollen. Harsh red marks laced her throat. Someone had strangled her and smashed her head. Her body was still warm.

      With shaking fingers, Damon felt for a pulse. Nothing. He checked again for reassurance. Nothing.

      "Oh, God," he breathed, trying to swallow. "Dang it." He stood after he set her down, mind racing. He needed to call the police.

      Damon turned around, terrified, when he thought he heard the floor crackle.

      "Hey!" he screamed into the house. "Who's in here?"

      Again, no one answered, but the echo of his voice was calling back to him. Was the killer still inside the house? Damon glanced down at the once fancy bookend, now covered in blood. It was a proper weapon for the killer. It will make for a decent defense weapon for him. He reached across the woman's body and picked it up.

      "Fight or flight!" Damon said to himself, trying to boost his confidence. He took a practice swing.

      Armed with the bloodied bookend, Damon lurked through the house, heart beating out of his chest.

      He checked every room. No one else seemed home.

      "Shoot," he muttered. Damon retrieved his phone and dialed emergency services. But didn't hit send call. He stared at his screen for several moments. The blood on his phone would be hard to explain.

      If he made the call, who's to say they don't name him a prime suspect? Would they believe he had arrived at the exact wrong time?

      And what about the break-in? Would he get fined or fired for that?

      Olivia would kill him if they had to lose more money than they had to. Taking a random drug test right now would be trouble for him. Things had been rough after he had been laid off from the cable company.

      Damon looked down at the woman. Her face tilted at the ceiling as if she had spotted crude graffiti scrawled there. For a second, her face looked like Olivia's. Damon adjusted his eyes as the marijuana continued to fog his mind.

      He tucked his phone away with his bloody palms. He was still holding the bookend. He clenched his fingers, leaving his prints and her stained blood around it.

      The blood on his forearm was drying, but he still didn't notice. He tucked the bookend under his uniform. Taking deep breaths, he marched to the front door. He was using his shirt as a glove. He unlocked it. Damon opened the door, looking left and right to see if anyone saw him.

      The dog had shut up. He had that going for him. Damon shut the door behind him and glanced at the broken window. He prayed no one had driven by or glanced out their window when he had shattered it. Stepping over the package he had delivered, he stepped into the driveway.

      Vomit curled up in his throat. He had to get to his truck. If he reached his vehicle, he would be fine.

      Each step felt slow and uneven.

      He pulled himself up into his truck, and the bookend slipped under his shirt and landed with a heavy thud on the floor.

      "Shucks," he croaked. He didn't bother picking it up. Damon started his truck. He had to get out of that neighborhood.
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      After Damon left the dead woman and drove off, a curious bystander called the police after noticing the broken window.

      Officer Lea Hanks was the first one on the scene. When she noticed the broken window, she called dispatch.

      “This is Officer Hanks. I have a broken window and an open door. Requesting back up at my location.”

      “10-4 back up in route.”

      Officer Hanks took out her weapon and approached the window. With her free hand, she peeked through the window with her flashlight.

      She flashed her light on the window seal and noticed the bloodstains. She peeked through the window again, waiting to see if she saw any motion.

      “Police department, anyone in there?”

      Officer Hanks walked back to the front of the house where she met, supervising Deputy Jensen Stone.

      “What’s going on? I heard over the radio for assistance.” He asked her.

      “We have a broken window with blood stains and an open door.” She gave him a quick run-down.

      “All right, let’s go in and check it out.”

      Deputy Stone and Officer Hanks made their way to the front door with their weapons leading.

      “Sheriff’s department! Call out!” Deputy Stone yelled out as he entered first.

      The two officers searched each room in a tactical formation until they discovered the woman on the floor next to her library.

      “Oh, shoot. What the heck?” Officer Hanks said, startled when she saw the body.

      “Looks like a robbery gone bad. Stay here at the scene. I will call the detectives and canvas the area. Someone had to have seen or heard something.” Deputy Stone instructed Officer Hanks as he put his weapon back in his holster. He shook his head in disbelief.

      “Crimes are getting worse here in Brunswick. They take stuff for their drug habits but to kill. This is not a good look for the tourist.” Deputy Stone said.

      “Do you think it was over drugs?” Officer Hanks asked.

      “In this town. It’s always over drugs.” Deputy Stone said.

      They both took a moment to look over the body. They were taken aback by the gruesome way she was killed.

      “When I call this in. The media will be all over this. This is the attention detective Wise gets a thrill from,” Deputy Stone said.

      “Good old wise. Too bad he doesn’t live up to his name.” Officer Hanks said with a condescending smile.

      Deputy Stone smiled and walked away. He called dispatch on his radio for assistance from the local county homicide detectives.

      It took an hour for the two detectives to show up from their small precinct. Arriving after local star reporter Sharon Wynn, looking for her latest story and hoping to make it out of local news.

      Her opponent, Justin Farlow, an investigative reporter, parked across the street, hiding away from the action.

      Justin was working on a special report on the justice system in Brunswick. He took photos of the house from his car. Sharon paced around, looking for attention, while Deputy Stone checked her out from a distance.

      Thirty-year veteran Detective Jeffery Wise was a celebrity in the town—the only detective in Glynn County to have a one hundred percent conviction rate.

      A Sherlock Holmes to the locals. He was recognized by the governor and the Georgia Bureau of Investigation (GBI) as the best detective in the state. In addition, American Cop Magazine recognized him as Detective of the Year.

      He dreamed of replacing Jason Steele on American Crime Network’s number one show, Behind the Badge, once their current host retires after his current season. He sent in his audition tapes and planned to retire from law enforcement. After solving his ultimate case. His one hundredth for his career.

      Detective Wise pulled up to the house in his brand new all-black crown Victoria, awarded by the state. He was wearing his famous noticeable blue suit with his shiny gold badge. He opened his phone before starting the last case of his career. He checked his email for results on the network’s search. Nothing caught his eye in his mailbox. Social media had no mention of the program’s decision.

      When he walked out of his car, he heard Sharon Wynn calling. He gave her a smooth head nod. He was trying not to show how attracted he was to her. He waved and continued his stroll to his crime scene. A few free-lance reporters lined up with their cameras. Justin took a photo of Detective Wise as he entered the house.

      “Detective, Detective.” The chants he heard as he made his way toward the door.

      He was met by his prodigy, Detective Charles Benjamin. Detective Benjamin had been on the police force for ten years and was handpicked by Detective Wise for his outstanding reputation. It was a long-awaited promotional opportunity for Detective Benjamin.

      “What do we have here?” Detective Wise asked Detective Benjamin.

      “Looks like a typical smash and grab. Our victim is Susan Bigley. Estrange, wife of Thomas Bigley. They have two children. Colin and Isabella. No other leads so far.”

      Detective Wise looked intrigued and pleased with his partner.

      “What do you think happened?” Detective Wise asked Charles.

      “I think she was in the library when someone startled her. She fought back. Got choked and took a beating to the head. Tourism has gone up, and crime followed. They built a new community across the way. I’m guessing somebody saw a wonderful opportunity. Saw a pleasant house and a chance to make a quick buck but didn’t know our victim was home. We have Deputy Stone walking the neighborhood looking for witnesses.” Detective Benjamin told him.

      “Dang! Susan Bigley. All right, show me the body.”

      Detective Benjamin led Detective Wise inside the house where Susan was murdered. Detective Wise traced the drops of blood from her corpse to the open window.

      “Did you notice this?” He questioned Detective Benjamin.

      “No, we must have missed it.”

      “Watch and learn. This will make me my one hundred right here. Then you can have the job after this.” Detective Wise told his partner with a cocky attitude.

      “A case this big will make headlines. Just look at all the press outside.” Detective Wise boasted as he took a last look at the window seal.

      Detective Wise went back to where Susan’s body was in the library.

      “Anything missing?” Detective Wise inquired around the room of officers as he hovered over the body.

      “It appears she was hit with a sharp object and then choked. Or vice versa.” Officer Hanks jumped in and answered.

      “Well, duh. Captain obvious.” Detective Wise said as he examined Susan’s head.

      “The quickest sharp object would be a bookend that seems missing from the library,” Detective Benjamin said.

      “How do we know there wasn’t just one bookend, and we have one missing?” Detective Wise asked.

      “This one is a fancy custom type that should have come in a package of two. The other books are leaning to the side where a bookend should have been. All the other rows have identical bookends like the one missing.”

      “Good. I like it.” Detective Wise replied, still kneeling over Susan. Her lifeless soul stared at him as he closed her eyes.

      “Where is Dr. Hartman?” Detective Wise asked.

      “He’s in court. His crime scene techs are running point.” Officer Hanks jumped in again.

      “Take a bookend back to Dr. Hartman as evidence. We can compare it to the wounds on the body.”

      Officer Hanks grabbed the bookend from the shelf and examined it.

      “Put that one back. Use gloves to take the next one. Don’t want your prints on anything we take to the crime lab.” Detective Benjamin instructed Officer Hanks as he handed her black gloves.

      “Do we have any witnesses?” Detective Wise asked. He pulled out his flashlight. He looked at Susan’s mouth, tracing the bruises down her neck and focusing on the strangled marks. He moved her head with a pen.

      Right on cue, Deputy Stone walked in with his notepad.

      “All right, I have three witnesses, and they all point to an APS driver here who drove off after he exited the front door. One person said they saw him when he broke the window and entered the house.”

      “Bring me that driver!” Detective Wise instructed as he stood up to brief the media.

      Detective Wise dusted off his slacks and straightened his tie. He looked in the mirror that hung next to the front door. He ran his fingers across the edge of his black fedora hat. He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out his ray bans.

      The sun beamed through his shades, blinding him as he strutted toward the swarm of reporters.

      Several questions being thrown at once deepened his hatred for reporters. Chaotic chatter and numerous cameras made the quiet neighborhood look like a protest rally.

      This was the moment Detective Wise waited for. The spotlight was on him. Cameras focused on him. Hoping someone was watching his camera presence. This would be the most significant case of his career—thirty seconds of fame.

      As he approached, the cameras staged behind the yellow caution tape. Detective Wise couldn’t stop looking at Sharon Wynn. She was a stunning brunette in a black dress, her hair tied up in a bun. She gave Detective Wise a smile and a seductive look that made his groin tingle.

      Sharon couldn’t see his eyes behind his dark lenses, but she knew he was captivated by her look. The dress stuck to her athletic body like a wrapper around a lollipop.

      She spoke up when she thought she had caught his attention.

      “Detective! Sharon Wynn from The Brunswick News. Can you tell us what happened here?”

      Detective Wise removed his shades, smiled at Sharon, and looked into the camera. Making sure it had his good side.

      “I am Detective Jefferey Wise of the Brunswick County Sheriff’s Department. I will be the lead detective. Brunswick County officers were called to the scene when someone in the neighborhood noticed a broken window. When Brunswick County officers arrived, they found the door cracked. Our officers inspected the window. They discovered blood stains on the seal. Our officers announced themselves and entered the home and discovered a body.”

      “This house is the Bigley residence. Anyone of them, the victim or a suspect?” Another reporter asked.

      Detective Wise was not authorized to tell the media the victim’s name. Next of kin weren’t notified.

      Jeffery knew he had to become Detective Wise and be the story. That is the cop American Crime Network wanted to see. The evil in him smiled with immoral intentions.

      “All I can say is the body is of a woman. As of right now, we are still working through the crime scene but intend to keep the public informed of any other dangers. I believe there are none as of now. We don’t have any suspects, but we have some witnesses, and we have some leads. I will do my best to bring whoever did this to justice.”

      “Oh, my gosh!!” Faded in and out of the crowd.

      Detective Wise covered his eyes with shades as he stepped away from the reporters and neighbors, gasping for air. He knew he had them right where he wanted.

      The latest information on the case had to go through him. He smiled deviously as he walked away.

      ***Justin Farlow took several pictures of Detective Wise as he drove away from the scene, wearing his black hat.***
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      After watching a few episodes of the first twenty-four on American Crime Network, Damon became a self-taught lawyer. He thought he knew crime better than one in law enforcement.

      It was understandable why he was on pins and needles when he got home after his shift. He noticed an increase in his blood pressure. It caused him headaches and dizziness.

      Damon didn’t tell his employers or Olivia when he got home. He didn’t want to worry. He knew she would ask her Facebook group for advice. Making him feel guilty for not calling the police. He didn’t want to sit through a lecture after working overtime.

      Damon washed his uniform while she was cooking dinner. He tried to get the blood smears out of his shirt. Something told him to throw them away, but he feared Olivia might know he was missing a shirt.

      Damon had a panic attack when the blood stains didn’t wash away.  Olivia kept calling him for dinner. He knew he had to hide the shirt from Olivia. He didn’t know how to explain the dead woman’s blood on his shirt. After giving up the effort, he cut his shirt in half and mixed it with the other trash. He pretended to help clean their room as an excuse to throw out the garbage.

      He didn’t want to mess up his normal routine. Olivia may get suspicious that he was being too nice. She always knew he was up to something. He knew Olivia wouldn’t go through the outside dumpster. So that was the only way he could play it safe. He went back in to meet Olivia at the dinner table.

      Olivia rambled off her nightly thoughts. He pretended to listen by keeping eye contact with her and nodding after a few bites. His body was there, but his mind was checked out. The paranoia kept him from listening to Olivia talk about her neighborhood gossip.

      He tried to forget the incident when Olivia kept talking but couldn’t. The woman’s face kept him from focusing on his normal life. Damon felt for the woman and her family. Wondering who she was. He closed his eyes and saw her face.

      Damon asked God to forgive him for not doing more. His heart raced thinking about the cops banging down his door if someone saw him. He prayed no one saw him.

      Damon blamed himself. Mad, he was high when he went into the house. His mind wondered if he had closed the door to the house. The scenario had him worried about a camera system around the property. Thoughts kept his mind racing with the many possibilities of what-ifs.

      The woman’s unconscious body gave him chills as he held her. Hearing echoes of his footsteps bouncing off the floors in the home kept his mind stressed. Flashbacks of him looking into her eyes startled him in his nightmare. He was waking up to ‘Help Me’ with cold sweats.

      “I’m tripping.” He thought as he laid back down.

      Damon left early to work the next day. The nightmare kept him up. He was waking up to see if the police were after him. He checked the trash while Olivia was sleeping. Reassuring himself the shirt was still there. Finding relief, it was. Then he got paranoid when he saw a black Crown Victoria parked across the street. The windows were too dark to look inside from his distance. Damon had never seen that car in his neighborhood.

      Damon checked the car from his windows but couldn’t see it. He stayed up thinking about that car and listening for any signs of the trash being messed with.

      Damon was working, wondering if anyone had found the woman yet. After he swept the house, he assumed she was alone. She had a picture of her husband and two kids. The window he broke was a dead giveaway that something was wrong. Maybe coworkers would notice her absence. They must have found her by now.

      Damon was given another route at last-minute notice. His gut felt something. Was it guilt? He kept thinking about different scenarios in his head of what he could have done. He was curious about the woman’s murder. The killer’s motive. What happened?

      Damon had dropped off a package when his phone vibrated in his back pocket. He fished it out before climbing back inside the truck. It was Olivia. Hot flashes of panic jolted through his system. Nervously, he answered.

      “Hey, babe.”

      “Damon.” Olivia’s voice was low, confidential. “There seems to be a problem. Some police officers are here. They want to speak to you.”

      He forced himself to calm down. Damon got a little lightheaded. He knew their reason.

      “What about?” His voice was a little rough. Damon heard a loud truck in the background. He smiled with joy and pointed to the sky. Thanking God for the miracle, he felt he received.

      “They won’t say. Just wanted to ask questions. But…they want to speak to you now.”

      His throat was closing. Breathing seemed extra hard. “What’s the noise in the back? I can barely hear.” Damon asked. He wanted to hear it as a confirmation he had dodged a bullet.

      “The trash people. Always coming here making all this noise.” She told him.

      “Are you coming?”

      “Did you tell them I’m at work?”

      “Yes.”

      Damon tried to think of a way out of this.

      “I… I’m supposed to just leave and go home? What in the world?”

      “Don’t snap at me,” she warned. “Get your butt here. They won’t leave until you do.”

      After promising he would arrive in fifteen minutes, Damon scrambled to call the office and let them know he needed someone to cover the rest of his shift. He drove the truck back to the APS station and got into his car, driving slowly, thinking about his story. He knew he had done nothing wrong. Except for the window, breaking into the house, and contaminating the crime scene. Damon thought he could play it cool and become a valuable witness. At least, he was telling himself.

      He had to tell the truth. They were already on to him somehow. It wasn’t likely he would get out of this scotch free. Might as well reveal all and receive the lesser punishment.

      “Dang.” he breathed. What if the lesser punishment still included jail time? Or job loss? What would Olivia say or do? Certainly, don’t mention the weed part. He thought to himself, driving home.

      Damon pulled into the driveway, right next to a cop car. It looked like a shark waiting to chomp him in two. As he looked at his front door, he waited and contemplated. He felt his heart beating out of his chest, and he put his right hand over his heart like he was having a heart attack.

      Damon built enough courage to walk inside his own home. As he exited his car, he took a deep breath. Slowly, he took his keys out and opened the door. Strolled up his steps and said a prayer of courage.

      “God! Help me out on this one. I promise I’ll stop looking at porn. I swear.”

      After he entered the house, Olivia rushed at him, a large smile masking her discomfort. “Hey, babe. They’re in the living room. Love you.” She stood on her toes to place a quick peck on his cheek.

      His mind went blank. He walked into the living room, barely breathing.

      Two cops sat there, one male and one female. After brief introductions, Damon learned the male cop was the deputy. Deputy Stone. The female was Officer Hanks. They were both overweight and greying at the temples. Damon searched their faces for clues about what they might suspect. They put on friendly faces as Damon got settled.

      “We’re sorry to bother you, Mr. Faulkner,” Deputy Stone said. “We’re working on a case and wanted to ask you basic questions.”

      “Oh! Okay.” Olivia said, intrigued when she sat next to him, gripping his hand. She crossed her legs and lent forward to engage in the conversation. Showing concern and support for her husband.

      “Do you remember where you were on the twenty-sixth, around two p.m.?” Deputy Stone asked.

      Someone must have seen him. He took a deep breath, ready to spill the beans. “I was on my route delivering packages. American Parcel Service is where I work. They had me in Country Club Estates around then, I think.”

      Deputy Stone nodded. “Pleasant neighborhood,” he expressed.

      Officer Hanks snorted. “Lots of rich people.” She raised her brows at Deputy Stone. He ignored her.

      “Do you recall anything strange that day?” he asked.

      Spill it, Damon thought.

      “What do you mean by strange?” he hedged.

      “We had reports of a break-in. No shady characters, broken windows, distressed noises?” Deputy Stone asked.

      Damon’s hands had sweated. He pulled his hand away from Olivia so she wouldn’t notice and placed it on her knee. “Can’t say that I have,” Damon said.

      “Hmm.” Deputy Stone looked over his notes. He flipped through a folder until he found what he was looking for. He unsheathed a photo, handing it to Damon. “Do you recognize this house?”

      The broken window stared at him like a gaping eye socket. “Nope,” he said, shaking his head.

      “Huh? We know a package was delivered there that day. It was your route, right?”

      Damon kicked himself for being so stupid. He squinted at the picture. “I mean… the broken window wasn’t there. It could be I delivered to this house. I deliver to many homes in a day.” he said.

      “Understandable,” Deputy Stone said. He shared a look with Officer Hanks before sighing. “Look… there’s no easy way to say this. We’re investigating a murder that occurred in this house around two yesterday, September 26th. The only individual we’ve been able to place there is you. We talked to your employer at APS this morning, and that’s why we are here. They said you delivered it there and were there based on the truck’s GPS. A witness saw you try to break down the door before breaking the window.”

      “I didn’t do that,” Damon said quickly, almost with a stutter.

      “Let me rephrase–we have three witnesses who saw you break in, and two witnesses saw you walk out the front door after being inside the house for approximately ten minutes.”

      Olivia’s wide brown eyes flashed on Damon. “Babe, you didn’t break into that house, did you?”

      “No!” Damon exploded. He detested Olivia’s lack of faith in him.

      Deputy Stone raised his eyebrows. Officer Hanks pressed her thin lips together, forming a thin, lipless line on her face.

      An unnerving beat of silence followed his outburst. “Mr. Faulkner, I’m afraid we’ll need to take you down to the station for further questioning,” Deputy Stone said firmly. “Get your prints, your DNA, and match up timelines with your story.”

      Boiling anger roiled in the pit of Damon’s stomach. “Don’t you have to have a warrant or something?”

      Officer Hanks snorted. “This isn’t an arrest, Mr. Faulkner.”

      Olivia squeezed his hand. “You know how they do it on The First 24, baby. That’s your show. They always take them down there for questioning. Want me to go down with you? You need to prove you did nothing wrong. That shouldn’t be too hard. You’re not a bad guy.”

      “No, I’ll go,” he said, standing.

      Hard? Olivia did not know how hard it would be, and he didn’t want her there as another damning witness.
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      ***Special investigator Justin Farlow parked his car across the street from the police station. He snapped several photos of Damon being escorted by Deputy Stone and Officer Hanks. ***

      As Damon walked freely through the police station. He felt the eyes of everyone surveying him as he was being escorted towards the interrogation room. He felt he was already being judged and found guilty. Deputy Stone led him to a small room with a desk and three chairs.

      “Have a seat in here. The detectives will be in to have a chat with you.” Deputy Stone instructed.

      Damon sat on a chair facing the small, cold room door. Deputy Stone closed the door and locked it behind him.

      Damon slumped in the uncomfortable chair. He was confused about how he got there. He hated his life.

      Nervously, he glanced at his watch.

      “4:30.” He said to himself as he took a quick deep breath.

      Damon closed his eyes, daydreaming about his perfect response to the detectives. Finding it hard to think of what to say to the detectives when they questioned him about the day, he stumbled on the crime scene. He replayed different scenarios and concluded which one would be the most believable. As he thought more about his circumstances, he finally thought playing it cool was his best option. Damon watched many criminal shows with Olivia. He knew not to fall for traps or give them too much information. Just answer the questions without breaking a sweat. He would do just that. Unfortunately, he had already broken a sweat.

      As Damon finally figured out how he would work his way home. He put his palms over his eyes and lowered his head. This was the story he thought to himself to tell the detectives.

      “I was dropping off a package when I heard a scream. I knocked on the door to see if someone needed help. But there was no answer. I went to the side and peeked through a window and didn’t see anything. So, I dropped the package at the front door, got back in my truck, and drove off.”

      Damon picked his head back up and rechecked his watch anxiously. It was 5:00 pm. “Dang, what the heck is taking so long?” Damon thought to himself as he folded his arms in disappointment. He slumped in the small, uncomfortable chair. So tight that he had to sit at an angle to fit. His sore delivery man's back hurt as he tried to stretch his legs. The more he moved in the chair, the more anxious he felt to get this day over.

      Damon was unaware of the camera pointing at the room’s opposite side. The detectives were watching his every move. Both were in no hurry to interview Damon as they thought making him wait would break him down.

      Detective Benjamin interviewed Thomas Bigley and Isabella. The estranged husband of Susan. He had a solid alibi, and Detective Benjamin told Detective Wise; he had a gut feeling Thomas wasn’t the suspect in his wife’s murder. Thomas showed up as promised with his lawyer, Ethan Patel, and his daughter Isabella.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Bigley.” Detective Benjamin told Thomas in his office. He handed Thomas and Ethan a cup of coffee. Isabella was too distraught to drink.

      “Thank you,” Thomas replied. He took a sip.

      Detective Benjamin opened his small notepad from his button-up shirt. He clicked the top of his pen and tried to sound as sincere as possible. He placed the pad and pen down and folded his arms casually.

      “Do you know who would want to hurt Susan?”

      “No, I can’t think of anyone.”

      “Was she in a relationship with anyone?”

      “Not that I’m aware of,” Thomas said right before he took a sip of coffee.

      “Do you know if anyone would try to hurt you by hurting her?”

      “What are you trying to imply with my client?” Ethan interrupted.

      “I want to know if anyone may want to target you?” Detective Benjamin tried to redirect the question back to Thomas. He never wanted to back down from a lawyer.

      Ethan whispered in his ear. Thomas waved him off defensively. He took a sip of coffee. Ethan was disturbed.

      “I’m just an honest businessman in the middle of a divorce. Now I must bury my wife. We weren’t perfect, but I loved her. We just fell apart.” Thomas said, taking another sip of coffee.

      “It’s not my place, Mr. Bigley. I’m sorry if this is out of line. Why did you separate, if I may ask?”

      “We had different goals, and our timelines didn’t line up. She wanted to become political, and I must run the business. I’m sure you heard of it,” Thomas said with a devious smile.

      “Yeah, who hasn’t heard of Bigley Transportation? With her dead, you won’t have to pay her half a fortune.”

      “Oh, come on,” Ethan yelled at Detective Benjamin. Raising his arms in the air. Detective Benjamin knew he crossed the line, but he wanted a realistic reaction to a probable motive from Thomas.

      Thomas again waved his lawyer off.

      “No, I’ll answer the question, Ethan.”

      “Our divorce wasn’t about money. Sue wasn’t the money-hungry type. Sue was going to be good financially without me. She wanted to start a career in politics. The divorce being stalled was about me. I wanted to hold on to our love,” Thomas said. 

      “I still don’t understand what happened.” Detective Benjamin said anxiously. 

      Thomas set his coffee cup down. He folded his arms like a kid having a tantrum. A brief silence circled the room as Thomas stumbled for words before starting the story. Isabella cried behind her tissues.

      “The first time I cheated on her. I begged her for forgiveness. But it wasn’t the first time I cheated. It was the first I got caught. I expanded my father’s business and Bigley Transports. I couldn’t be a successful businessman with a failed marriage. She also gave me great ideas that helped us expand. So, I felt like I owed her. She never forgave me, but we finally went to marriage counseling secretly. Then we took a vacation to Cuba like we always wanted. It was good again for a while. We had our twins, Colin and Isabella, and she decided it was best for her to be a mom, and I stayed on top of the day-to-day business. I became president and CEO and ran the daily business after my father died. We spent more time apart again.” Thomas took a sip of coffee as he gathered his thoughts.

       “I had a problem with the fast life, and she caught me repeatedly. I promised I would go to counseling, and I was going for a while. Then the scandal in the tabloids exposed my extra affairs. The sexual harassment lawsuits ruined the marriage. I stepped down, and Colin took over the business. I moved to Simons Island and retired.” Thomas said as he took another sip of coffee—hands trembling.

      “What happened to the scandal?” Detective Benjamin asked.

      “I took some of my close friends and business partners to Jekyll Island to celebrate Bigley Transportation going public. Everything didn’t stay on Jekyll Island that night.”

      “And for obvious reasons, besides a few non-disclosure agreements. We can’t get into that,” Ethan said while interrupting Thomas mid-thought. 

      Thomas shook his head in agreement with Ethan and told it a different way.

      “Word got out of my infidelities. She wanted to separate and pursue other goals. She had every right. It was best for her, considering what I’ve put her through, but believe it or not. I loved her. Still do. I didn’t want to lose hope,” Thomas said, dropping his arms.

      The room felt remorse for Thomas and Susan. Detective Benjamin felt terrible for putting Thomas through this brutal interrogation, but he had to do his job.

      Detective Benjamin looked down at his flimsy notepad and noticed he still had written nothing. He almost ran out of questions before he sighed and asked.

      “It looks like we have gotten a little off-topic. Where were you the day she died?”  

      Ethan opened his briefcase and gave Detective Benjamin a short stack of papers.

      “That’s why I am here. I know the routine. This is not my first rodeo. We have his phone records showing him on his yacht during the time and date you have. We have a witness also on the boat.” Ethan told Detective Benjamin as he combed through the papers.

      “Of course, I must verify this myself.” Now convinced that Thomas was not a suspect in Susan’s murder.

      “You wouldn’t be doing your job if you didn’t,” Thomas said. 

      Detective Benjamin stood up and extended his arm toward Thomas.

      “Mr. Bigley, I think I’m done here. Thank you, guys, for your time.” Detective Benjamin said as he finished shaking Ethan’s hand. Isabella stopped crying and left under her father’s arms.
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      After Detective Benjamin gave his partner, Detective Wise, a run-down about his meeting with Thomas and Ethan, Detective Wise concluded Damon was their only suspect. He trusted his partner’s police work to write off their suspects. He thought Damon wanted to rob Susan but didn’t know she was home and killed her when she startled him.

      “That will be tough to prove or have him confess to. How do you want to play this one?” Detective Benjamin asked.

      “Let’s make him sweat a little. Give him all the evidence and make him confess to murder. Straightforward case, I think, from the witnesses we have.” Detective Wise said as he took a sip of coffee.

      “I can see my one-hundredth plaque now. My retirement party and my television show are on the way.” Detective Wise fantasized.

      Detective Benjamin rolled his eyes because he couldn’t stand the arrogance of his partner. He wanted his retirement to come faster than anyone else. For Detective Benjamin, it meant a shot at being a lead detective.

      “Pizza’s here!” Deputy Stone announced as he walked in with dinner.

      “All right! Let’s eat!” Detective Wise expressed as he sat and watched Damon pace back and forth in his seat.

      Damon rechecked his watch. It was 5:30 pm.

      He opened his shirt a few times to let the cold air breeze his chest hair. It wasn’t working.

      Still in his work uniform. He took off his shirt and folded it on the hard table. He put his head down on his shirt like a pillow and noticed the words ‘HELP ME’ engraved on the table. Damon stared at those words and realized his mind was telling him what he wanted to say out loud. It stared at him like his dreams of Susan. Her eyes stared back at him in her library. Those were probably the last words she wanted to say—the words he wanted to ask God to get him out of this situation. The words tormented Damon. Damon wanted to go home to Olivia and forget he had ever entered that house of Susan Bigley. As he closed his eyes and thought of Olivia and his story to tell the detectives, he slowly eased his mind to rest but was startled when he heard footsteps approaching the door.

      Two knocks on the door broke Damon’s daydream. The door opened, and two detectives walked in. Damon fixed his posture at the moment he was waiting for arrived. His moment to clear things up and go home. Damon looked at his watch. It was 6:30.

      “About darn time.” Damon thought to himself and crossed his arms.

      “Oh, shoot. Not this guy. I’m stuck.” Damon rambled to himself as he saw Detective Wise. Damon knew little about Detective Wise. He just remembered seeing his face in the post office, getting an award from the mayor. Damon forgot it was the day he won an award for being Glynn County’s ‘Top cop.’

      “Mr. Faulkner, sorry to keep you waiting. I’m Detective Wise. This is Detective Benjamin.”

      Damon shook each of their hands as they took a seat.

      “We would like to ask you a few questions and then get you home to your wife. You are not under arrest, and you can leave anytime. It would help with our investigation if you spoke with us. Is it all right if we ask a few questions?”

      Damon nodded and looked down at the imaginary words ‘Help ME.’

      Damon sat straight in his chair. Looking at both detectives to judge their body language. Detective Wise opened a black notebook and took out a pen. The notebook was already filled with previous notes that Detective Wise had gathered.

      “Would you like a soda or a cigarette? Detective Benjamin asked Damon.

      “Both, please.”

      Detective Benjamin gave him a cigarette and handed him a can of soda, and sat down next to Detective Wise. Damon quivered as he put the cigarette in his mouth for his first puff. Damon looked at the detectives in a state of panic as he waited to be questioned.

      “Were you working on Tuesday, September 26?” Detective Wise asked.

      Damon paused before he answered as both detectives’ eyes locked in on his. Damon swallowed before he answered. He inhaled the cigarette.

      “All right, here it goes,” he said as he released the smoke.

      “Yeah.” He told the detectives.

      “Did you deliver packages in the Country Club Estates?”

      “It’s usually on my route. I’m not sure about that day. I’m sure I have.” Damon said, but he knew he was lying. He knew exactly what they were trying to get him to say.

      The detectives looked at each other. They knew he was lying. A pause came upon Detective Wise. Damon zoned out briefly as he watched the detectives make eye contact.

      “Just like boxing. You jab, I’ll move.” Damon said to himself as he sipped his soda, never leaving the detective's eyes. Trying to read their body language to see how much they knew.

      Damon sat there with his chest pounding and thinking rapidly, second-guessing his first thought. Damon saw this scene often play on his favorite crime shows. He tried to play chess with the detectives. He was trying to come up with an answer before they asked him the next question.

      “Damn, they know something. Don’t lie, Damon, get it out.” Damon’s inner thoughts were eating his soul alive.

      “We checked with your employer at American Parcel Service. According to your time stamp, you delivered a package to 316 Old Mission RD on Tuesday, September 26, at 2 pm. Do you remember?” Detective Wise looked at Damon for a response. This time he slid a photo of the home with the broken window staring at him. The same picture Deputy Stone showed him earlier.

      Damon paused as he looked at the photo again. He tried not to stare at it for too long.

      “Yeah. It looks familiar. I may have. I have delivered a lot of packages since then.”

      “So, what happened when you got there? Did you notice anything unusual with this delivery?”

      The question Damon fearfully knew was coming finally came. All the scenarios he recited in his head were now an elapsed memory. His chest was beating loudly enough to be heard by the detectives. He rubbed his palms on his legs a few times nervously as both detectives watched him. He took his last puff on his cigarette with his hand shaking like he had Parkinson’s. Waiting for his response. Damon looked at Detective Wise and finally said what they needed to hear. Exactly what he had recited in his head earlier. Damon dumped the cigarette in the ashtray and took a small sigh.

      “I confirmed the package delivery and rang the doorbell. I heard a scream. A cry for help. It sounded like a woman. I rang the doorbell again and asked if someone was all right. Then I heard a bang or something. I went to the side where there was a window—peeked in to see if something was going on. Didn’t see or hear anything after that. Got back in my truck and drove off.”

      Both detectives looked at each other again. Detective Wise looked at his notes. Damon watched him nervously.

      “Was the window intact?” Detective Benjamin asked.

      “Yes.”

      “So, you didn’t go inside the house at all?” Detective Wise asked.

      “No,” Damon said with a slight stutter. He rubbed his palms on his thigh.

      “We have evidence that a window was broken and a witness that saw you leave through the front door.” Detective Benjamin finally spoke.

      Damon looked down at the ground and said nothing. A long, silent pause hovered over the room. Damon could feel the hungry eyes on him, judging him like a criminal.

      Detective Wise set his pen down on the notepad and crossed his arms. Gave a nod to Detective Benjamin to take the lead.

      Detective Benjamin grabbed the notebook from Detective Wise's side of the table. He pulled out a photo and slid it forward.

      “Do you know this woman?”

      It was a beautiful photo of Susan. Damon held it for a few seconds. He thought she was beautiful.

      “No, who is she?” Damon asked as he slid the photo back towards Detective Wise.

      “She was Susan Bigley. We found her dead in that home you delivered to,” Detective Wise sarcastically told Damon.

      Damon looked at the table emotionless. He felt the cold room judging him. The detectives had their judging eyes fixated on him.

      “Let us start over. One witness was walking his dog when he heard glass breaking when you were at the window before you disappeared. But you said the glass wasn’t broken when you peeked through the window.” Detective Benjamin interrogated.

      “Your truck was still outside for approximately ten more minutes after the sound of glass breaking before you were spotted leaving.” Detective Wise jumped in.

      “Another witness described a big bang sound when you entered your truck. What did you drop?” Detective Benjamin asked.

      “A… package,” Damon answered slowly.

      “Is that a question or a statement?” Detective Benjamin asked.

      “A package.” Damon said, looking at the words ‘HELP ME’ again that appeared before him. His mind played tricks on him, but he knew he had to stay focused. The room spun as the awkward silence waiting for the next question made him lightheaded.

      “Can you account for the events we recounted?” Detective Benjamin questioned. He was pushing Damon into a corner, using the same stern technique he used on Thomas.

      Damon sat there quietly as he felt the stares from across the table. He finally shook his head. Knowing he should have started with the truth to begin with. He felt defeated in the boxing match he had created in his mind. He knew he needed a knockout now to go home.

      “Didn’t Deputy Stone tell you eyewitnesses saw you break in and witnesses saw you walk out the front door after being inside the house for approximately ten minutes?” Detective Wise asked.

      “Yeah, but that’s not true. I mean….” Damon paused. He got himself trapped in enough lies of beating behind the bush. He wanted an escape.

      “I think I’m ready to leave now,” Damon muttered, steering to the ground.

      “You have that right. I’m going to give you my card. If you can think of anything else, you may go, but we would like your consent to get your fingerprints and swab you for D.N.A.,” Detective Wise said as he stood up and waited for a response from Damon.

      “Why is that necessary?”

      “To rule you out as a suspect. If you are being straight with us. You should have nothing to hide. Or we can place you under arrest, hold you for 48 hours, and get it that way.” Detective Benjamin said aggressively.

      Damon nodded his head in understanding.

      “All right, fine.”

      “We will be back.” Both detectives walked out the door, leaving Damon soaking in his thoughts.

      “Why didn’t I just tell them the truth? Why didn’t I tell them?” Damon said to himself as he waited patiently for the detectives to return. He rechecked his watch and noticed it was now 8:30 pm. It had been the longest four hours of Damon’s life. Stuck in that cold room, Damon felt no escaping the truth of his actions.

      Detective Wise and Benjamin huddled in Detective Wise's office.

      “He’s scared, playing hardball. He knows we have him. I should arrest this poor dude now and hold him for forty-eight hours like you told him.” Detective Wise said.

      “It’s your call. We need to find his motive and work from that angle. He’s not running. He wants to go home to his wife. Let’s get his D.N.A. and send him on his way. We can ask Harrison if we have enough for a warrant.” Detective Benjamin suggested.

      “We should arrest him now and show the media he got the man that killed Susan,” Detective Wise argued.

      Detective Benjamin stepped back and put his hands up for defense.

      “This is your case. Considering the media attention it will get for this town, we should play this out right. We will have a media frenzy. It may make national news considering that Thomas was already in a scandal years ago. Now his wife is dead. We had better have the right suspect if we put anyone in handcuffs.”

      Detective Wise reluctantly agreed with his partner.

      “Alright, let’s send him home and wait for a D.N.A. match from the crime scene before approaching Harrison. I want a rush on the results and a camera crew outside in thirty minutes. Call that Sharon Wynn down here.” Detective Wise instructed Detective Benjamin and the officers. Hoping to get another look at Sharon. A chance for him to show off was his great desire.

      Detective Benjamin returned to Damon with a crime scene investigator and asked him to swab his mouth with a Q-Tip. Then they took him to another room to take his fingerprints. Damon felt they thought he was guilty. He knew he was clear since the only fingerprints would be on the window he had already admitted he touched. The bookend was long gone, and Damon knew he shouldn’t have to worry about anything else but returning to work and delivering in that neighborhood where he found Susan in her home.

      “Alright, Sir, we will contact you if we need more information about our case.” Detective Wise told Damon as he closed the door to his rideshare. As the car drove away from the precinct, Damon grew a small sigh of relief.

      “Thank God!” He said to himself as his driver drove off.

      With the police station behind him, he checked his phone in his Uber to see if Olivia had checked on him. Nothing from Olivia. He checked her Facebook to see if she had posted anything about his circumstances. Nothing. He put his phone back in his pocket and closed his eyes.

      “Glad it’s all over.” He said to himself. Knowing he left holes in his statement. He knew he messed up by not telling the whole truth, but he didn’t want to incriminate himself or lose his job for being a hero. 

      The Uber pulled up into his driveway. Damon slowly walked up to his home. He put his head on the door. With a bit of hesitation, he pulled out his keys and walked in. Olivia was on the couch, doodling on her phone. She looked up and ran to him, giving him a big hug. He smelled her fresh perfume and her newly damped hair from the shower.

      “Are you ok? What happened? What did they say?”

      Damon released his grip, sat on the couch, and she sat down beside him, handing him a beer. Olivia looked him in the eyes, waiting for his response. Damon took a sip and grabbed her hand.

      “Everything is fine. Nothing to worry about. We cleared things up.” Damon said as he looked at the news. Damon loosened his grip on Olivia and grabbed the remote.

      “Shh, turn it up.”

      Sharon Wynn from The Brunswick News started the program.

      “Brunswick detectives and Glynn County officials are asking the public for assistance in the 300 block of Old Mission Road. Susan Bigley was found dead in her home. She was the estranged wife of Thomas Bigley in a tabloid sex scandal years ago. They have ruled him out as a suspect, and detectives ask if you have seen or heard anything unusual, call the Glynn County Police Department as soon as possible. They don’t have any leads or suspects. Lead detective, Jeffery Wise, promises to keep us updated on the case.”

      “See, everything is all right. They don’t have any leads or suspects. Which means we have nothing to worry about.” Damon told Olivia, knowing something was too good to be true with the newscast.

      Damon stared horrified at Detective Wise as he spoke to Sharon for his brief news interview. He zoned out of their conversation as his mind went blank because he couldn’t get Susan’s lifeless face out of his mind.

      Olivia looked back at Damon and smiled. She hugged him and placed her head on his shoulder. Her phone vibrated. She secretly looked over her incoming text behind Damon and read:

      
        
          
            
              
        “It’s done.”

      

      

      

      

      

      Olivia smiled and closed her eyes.

    

  







            6

          

        

      

    

    
      It was Friday evening when Detective Wise sat in his office, sipping his confidence juice, dark whiskey in his silver flask. He grabbed his notebook filled with his case notes. He took his time to scroll through each page, hoping the missing answers would jump out and slap him.

      “Got it, man!” Detective Benjamin bolted through his office.

      “What’s going on?” Detective Wise asked curiously as he removed his reading glasses.

      “We got our man. Fingerprints and D.N.A from the window and house match the blood on Susan that came back to our man. Damon Faulkner.” Detective Benjamin said with a guilty but sly smirk. He handed the lab results to Detective Wise.

      “Great! We got him. I knew it all along!” Detective Wise jumped up. He couldn’t resist holding back his emotions from solving his one hundred cases. He took a sip of his confidence juice.

      “Man, you know you can’t drink that stuff here,” Detective Benjamin reminded his partner.

      “After, I take this upstairs to Harrison. We will slap the cuffs on that loser, and I’m riding off into the sunset.”

      “Maybe I should take it upstairs, and you can sit here and celebrate and make your plans.”

      Detective Wise made eye contact with Detective Benjamin. Took another quick sip from his flask. He grabbed his notebook. Stuck his flask in his desk and grabbed the lab results.

      “This is the last time I will make the trip to the fifth floor for a case. I want them to see my ass when I walk out for the last time. You get your time to wear the big boy pants soon. I’m going to savor this moment. Maybe I can pass this to you when I’m done.” Detective Wise said arrogantly, referencing his notebook.

      He tapped Detective Benjamin on the elbow with the notebook, not trying to hold back his malicious smile. Detective Wise purposely bumped his shoulder against his partner as he walked out of the office towards the elevator. Detective Wise pushed the button to signal the elevator. He checked his watch and straightened his tie. Checking himself out in the shiny elevator doors.

      “Excuse me, sir. Um, Detective Wise.”

      A young officer interrupted him in his thoughts, thinking about how he would pitch the case to Harrison.

      “Yeah, kid, what do you want?”

      “I overheard you solved the case for Mrs. Bigley. She was a genuine hero. Her foundation helped single mothers and made me the cop I am today.”

      “That’s touchy, kid. Sorry for your loss. I didn’t know her. I’m just doing my job for justice.”

      Detective Wise tried to brush the young officer off. He pressed the elevator button several times. Frustrated, the cab hadn’t arrived, and the officer stood beside him. He switched his notebook to his other hand and rubbed his tie before pressing the call button again. Detective Wise felt obligated to break the silence after the young officer kept an awkward gaze on him.

      “If there is anything I can do for you, just let me know.”

      “Well…”

      “Dang, Kid.” Detective Wise said to himself.

      Detective Wise tried his best impression of a smile as he pressed the elevator button a few more times.

      “When you arrest this guy, I want to be there. I want to be the one to look him in the eyes and put the cuffs on or at least put him in the squad car.”

      The elevator doors opened.

      “Finally,” Detective Wise voiced his inner thoughts.

      He held back the elevator door before he entered the cab.

      “That’s all you want, kid.”

      “It would mean a lot to me and my mom.”

      “What’s your name, kid?”

      “Officer Jason Dupree.” He extended his arm for a greeting.

      “Wait in my office with Charles. I’m going to see if I can get us a warrant.” Detective Wise said without returning his hand for a shake.

      The door closed, and Detective Wise stood motionless as the old chains on the elevator shaft lifted. A little wind howled through the vents.

      Detective Wise rode the slow-moving elevator cab to the fifth floor. The long pause before the doors opened made his heart beat out of his chest. It always gave him a creepy feeling of being watched by ghosts behind him. The ghost of the men he put away.

      The detective posed in front of the shiny doors and ran his hands down his tie. He ran two fingers around the edge of his lips to remove the dried doughnut crust.

      The elevator doors finally opened at the sound of a bell, and the smell of old broken sewer lines filled the air. A scent he always hated. He pulled out a napkin from his trousers and covered his nose. The long walk down the hall buzzed loudly from the half-working air conditioner. A small puddle of water stained the old brown carpet that had now turned black. The fake trees by the door turned white from the dust that circled the room. A custodian was dusting the windows when Detective Wise passed.

      “Hello, detective.” The humbled custodian tried her best behind her thick accent.

      He smiled as he tipped his hat toward her.

      All of the Glynn County government officials had their offices on that floor. Detective wise boss sheriff James Buford had his door closed. Detective Wise walked by his office, flipping the bird. He hated James with passion. James was his boss when he put away Matthew Wright for his controversial murder conviction. James took credit and went political. He had been Sheriff ever since. Cracking this case and his one-hundredth would mean more accolades than being a sheriff. An idiot that runs the jail system with the Jekyll Island Authority. Also known as The JIA.

      The hallway was dim, with only a few lights on. District Attorney Harrison Gates had his office at the end of the hall. Detective Wise hated him. That wasn’t saying much, considering Detective Wise didn’t like anyone but himself. He thought he had a practical reason for his hatred toward Harrison. In every case Detective Wise solves, Harrison gets praise for putting them away. So the Jekyll Island Authority had another worthless member of society to execute in front of their fans. 

      As Detective Wise held his nose, he tightly gripped the notebook by his side. He could hear Harrison talking loudly on the phone as he approached his door.

      “We can go wherever you like,” Harrison told someone over the phone.

      Detective Wise tapped on the door twice. Harrison turned around and held up a finger. He turned and faced the wall again to finish his conversation.

      “Baby, book the hotel, and I will take care of the rest. Look, I got to go. Jeff got here. OK, bye.”

      Harrison hung up the phone.

      “Jefferey, what can I do for you, my man? Hey, have you solved that Bigley case yet?” Harrison stuttered all those words together.

      Detective Wise held up the notebook with his case file.

      “I have it all right here.”

      Harrison stood up and grabbed the files from Detective Wise. He examined each file in the folder carefully.

      Detective Wise took a seat opposite Harrison. He crossed his legs and folded his arms. He checked his watch as he patiently waited for a response from Harrison.

      “So, what do you think? Case closed, right?” Detective Wise asked.

      “Everything checks out according to the lab reports, but something seems wrong. Where’s the motive? The connection to the victim. I can’t just say a random APS driver got caught ripping off his delivery,” Harrison said as he shrugged his shoulders. Second, guessing his theory.

      “Why not? It’s that simple. That’s the exact angle you play.” Detective Wise interrupted Harrison. He also liked the idea.

      Harrison gathered his thoughts.

      “If you felt this was the guy all along. Why didn’t you hold him?”

      “I did, but Charles thought it would be a good idea to slow down the media frenzy by not showing our hands on a suspect. He wanted to make sure we had the right guy in cuffs.”

      “That Charles is a smart man. So I’m guessing you’re here for a warrant?” Harrison asked. Still a little hesitant.

      Detective Wise threw his hands in the air.

      “What more do you want? We have his D.N.A. and fingerprints at the crime scene. Including the front door, the elephant thing he left below the window, and the knob in the guest bedroom. His blood at the crime scene, the lab reports confirm. That should be the last nail in his coffin. Easy win. He can’t argue he wasn’t in that house. We don’t need to know why he killed her, but he can’t hide the truth. He lied when he said he wasn’t in that house. He was there! I…” Detective Wise corrected his thoughts.

      “We got him.” Detective Wise finished. This time he was pounding his fist on Harrison’s desk.

      “Dr. Hartman is the best in his field. The man is solid. If he says it is a match, it’s a match.” Detective Wise made another pitch.

      Harrison threw the papers down on his desk. He knew Detective Wise was right, but he felt in his gut he needed more to win the case.

      “Alright, I will write it up and get Judge Kirkland to sign off. But you stay away from the press. Including Miss pretty thing right there.”

      Harrison pointed out the window and grabbed Detective Wise's attention.

      Sharon Wynn was walking towards the building.

      “So, I have my warrant?” Detective Wise asked.

      “You can go get your suspect,” Harrison reluctantly replied.

      Detective Wise ran his hands through his hair. Made a quick dash to the staircase and ran down the stairs. He opened the side door in time to meet Sharon at the front entrance.

      The sudden encounter startled her.

      

  




*Justin Farlow took pictures of the two in his car parked across the street. *

      “Oh, detective. Just the person I was coming to see.” Sharon said as she grabbed her heart. Checking her heartbeat after a moment of the unknown.

      “Really, how can I help you?”

      Sharon moved a strand of hair behind her ear. She lifted her purse above her shoulder.

      “Detective.”

      “Please. Call me Jeff.”

      “Ok, um. Do you have any leads on a suspect in the Bigley case? Is there a way I can get a quote for a story?”

      Detective Wise looked at her and smiled, but something caught his detective eye before he opened his mouth. Harrison was spying on him.

      “Right now, we are working around the clock to bring the person responsible to justice. If I have anything, how can I reach you, Miss. Wynn?”

      Sharon reached into her purse and pulled out a business card. She placed her card in his shirt pocket.

      “Just Sharon. You can call me anytime.” She said with a flirtatious smile.

      Sharon walked away, but Detective Wise couldn’t help but see her off into the sunset. Watching her curves had him dazed like a cobra listening to a flute.

      “Be careful with that one,” Harrison yelled.

      Detective Wise returned to his colleagues in his office.

      “So, what did they say?” Officer Dupree asked.

      Detective Wised walked to his desk to pull out his confidence juice. He took a long sip as the office waited quietly for his response.

      “Go home and get some rest. Tomorrow, we get our man.”
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      Damon stepped off his porch listening to his favorite tunes through his air pods. He sang along as he stretched his legs.

      “I’m the man. I’m the man. I’m the man.” He sang off-beat with the chorus. He started to mow his pathetic excuse of a lawn, but the cops showed up. Sharon Wynn was already Live across the street with breaking Glynn County News.
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        * * *

      

      “This is Sharon Wynn with Glynn County News. We are outside the home of Damon Faulkner. Detective Jeffery Wise and Glynn County officers are about to execute an arrest warrant for the murder of Susan Bigley. Let us watch as Glynn County officers make an arrest.”

      The cameraman panned out as sirens alerted Damon.
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        * * *

      

      Damon pulled out his air pods when he saw the sirens—three squad cars with detectives Wise and Detective Benjamin behind them. Damon’s neighbors came out to be spectators of the early morning ruckus. They were turning a quiet cul-de-sac into a movie scene.

      When she heard the commotion, Olivia ran to Damon and Detective Wise. Detective Wise had an unusual grin as he removed his dark ray bans. He presented the arrest warrant and read Damon his Miranda rights.

      

  




**Justin Farlow snapped photos of Detective Wise as he approached Damon from across the street. **

      “We got you!” Detective Wise told Damon.

      “For what?” Damon demanded.

      “We found your prints on the front door, the elephant décor you left below the window, and the knob in the guest bedroom,” said Detective Wise.

      Damon was left speechless as Officer Dupree hand-cuffed him with a smirk. He whispered in Damon’s ear.

      “I’m so glad I’m the one to put these on you. You filthy piece of meat.” He pressed tightly on the cuffs. Cutting Damon’s wrist. Officer Dupree grabbed his neck as he violently placed the seat belt on Damon. Detective Wise smiled at the ambitious officer.

      “I like that kid,” Detective Wise told Detective Benjamin.

      Damon wanted to respond but didn’t want to make a scene. The police would tell the district attorney about his arrest actions. Damon’s only concern was how he would afford an attorney.

      Olivia’s eyes were wide; her tanned face turned pale as she watched Officer Dupree being rough with Damon in the patrol car. He tried to throw her a reassuring smile, but it came out as a bearing of teeth that might have looked menacing to her. She watched as they pulled out of the driveway, arms wrapped tight around her tiny waist. Still, in her bathrobe, she bent to her knees and wept. They took her best friend away; now, she was alone and afraid.

      He saw Olivia take out her phone as he was being driven away to jail. Damon was still confused about his charges and why he was in the patrol car. He sat and thought about the what-ifs. Damon thought he was doing his job when he wanted to help the woman that screamed for help. He now knew she was Susan. He was in the patrol car, and the killer was still free.
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      Deputy Stone and the crime scene team stayed behind with a search warrant while Damon was driven off to Glynn County Jail.

      “What are you looking for?” Olivia asked Deputy Stone.

      “Ma’am, please step back and let us do our jobs. If you have a lawyer, now is the time to call him. If you don’t have a lawyer, you should look for one immediately.” Deputy Stone said, trying to distract Olivia from the other officers entering her home.

      Deputy Stone looked outside and saw the young officer doing crowd control.

      “Hey, kid!” Deputy Stone yelled as he made a brief hustle toward the young man.

      Officer Dupree met him halfway after Deputy Stone grabbed his attention.

      “How can I help you?”

      “What’s your name again, kid?”

      “Officer Dupree.”

      “Listen, Wise brought you out here, so he must like you. This man’s wife is getting on my nerves. She keeps getting in the way, and we can’t search the house. I need you to keep her company while I help the team search for evidence.”

      “With all due respect, sir. She saw me handcuff her husband and throw his butt into the car. She doesn’t want to see my face right now.”

      Deputy Stone hesitated as he thought about the circumstances.

      “Ok, young man. I’ll stay here with the wife. You go assist the crime folks.”

      Officer Dupree smirked under his baby face pencil mustache after he cornered Deputy Stone. Still, a young patrolman helping Detective Wise could land him a spot in his unit.

      “Go check in with my partner, Officer Hanks. She’ll square you away.

      Officer Dupree entered Damon’s home. He saw a young man about his age. Looking under the soda in the living room.

      “Hey, man.” Officer Dupree interrupted the young crime scene tech.

      “Where can I find Officer Hanks?” He asked without letting the man speak.

      The young man gave him a peculiar look through his thick glasses. He sized up the unfamiliar officer, pointed to the fireplace, and returned his attention to the fabric on the sofa.

      Officer Hanks was at the fireplace examining Olivia’s decor she secretly admired. She picked up the heart-shaped picture frame. She looked at Damon and Olivia on their first date. A picture booth at the Savannah fair, holding the white bear Damon had won for her. The same white bear sat on the mantle next to the frame Officer Hanks focused on.

      “Officer Hanks?” She placed the photo back on the mantle when Officer Dupree startled her.

      Officer Hanks turned and was met with an extended arm for a greeting.

      “Kid!” She said as she returned the gesture.

      “Officer Dupree. Deputy Stone is outside with the man’s wife. He sent me in here for assistance."

      “How long have you been a cop?" Officer Hanks asked. She was known for being the nosey officer.

      “For about a year. It seems like I finished the academy yesterday, then I’m wearing a shiny new badge the next day.”

      “It's not all about the badge. Trust me. You’ll see. It’s all political now.”

      “What are we looking for?” Officer Dupree asked.

      “Let’s check the bedroom. From my experience, the thief always brings a prize for his queen.” Officer Hanks moved towards the master bedroom.

      Officer Dupree followed as several Glynn County officials eyeballed an unrecognized face. Officer Dupree passed the same crime scene tech. He was now placing a strand of hair in a plastic bag to take for evidence.

      “So, how long have you been a cop?” Officer Dupree asked when they reached the bedroom.

      “Ten years and counting.” Officer Hanks said as she opened the walk-in closet.

      “What are we looking for?” Officer Dupree asked.

      “APS drivers make like, say… forty or fifty thousand.” Officer Hanks paused as she pulled out Olivia’s wedding dress. She sized it up against her. She looked in the mirror and posed like she was in the dress. Officer Dupree pretended to look away as he seduced her with his eyes.

      “See if you can find something expensive. I have a feeling he may rip off his customers. That could prove the motive for entering the house without him knowing she was there.” Officer Hanks said with a smile. Thinking, she cracked the case for herself.

      “That’s good. How are you, not a detective?”

      Officer Hanks smiled as she closed the closet door. She looked under the bed and pulled out three boxes of woman’s shoes. She couldn’t hold back her jackpot smile. She placed the shoes on the bed and took a seat beside them. She opened the first box.

      “You and I are just two of roughly one hundred and thirty sworn law enforcement officers. Glynn County is too cheap and only has room for a handful of detectives. That’s why we have Wise and Benjamin as primary. The word is that Wise is calling it quits soon. I assumed Benjamin would become lead and he would choose his next partner from all the applicants, but me and Deputy Stone got the firm upper hand. Hopefully,” Officer Hanks said, going for the second box of shoes.

      “Oh, I like these.” She said as she pulled out the first shoe.

      “Check the dresser. See if there is any expensive jewelry. Officer Hanks said as she tried on Olivia's shoes.

      “What’s your story, kid? Why are you here?”

      Officer Dupree smiled a little uneasily.

      “I got lucky. I guess,” Officer Dupree said as he opened the first drawer.

      “How so?” Officer Hanks asked. Now curious about the gossip, she put the shoes away and paid attention to Officer Dupree.

      “I grew up in foster care. Never found a family. When I was seventeen. I joined the Army and was stationed at Fort Benning. I don’t have a family, so I lived in hotels looking for jobs when I got out. Long story short.” Officer Dupree said as he chuckled.

      “Living on your own is expensive on an ex-military budget. I joined the academy for the free three hots and a cot. Now I’m stuck chasing bad guys and keeping the locals and tourists safe,” Officer Dupree said as he opened the second drawer.

      “Yeah, I know what you mean. Sometimes I wouldn’t mind going back to those days. All those people from the blue states come down here and want to change things but bring that craziness down here.” Officer Hanks waved in disgust. She didn’t want to start the argument and get fired up over her political beliefs.

      “So, what’s your story?” Officer Dupree asked her.

      Officer Hanks gave him an odd stare.

      “What is this an interview? I’ll ask all the questions here.” She stood up to stretch out her back.

      “To answer your question. I’m kind of like Detective Wise’s special task team. I mean, Glynn County pays me, but when they need a female for those sensitive subjects. It protects the county when they have a female officer on duty. Trust me, there are few of us, so  Wise specifically asked for me so it won’t mess up his stupid conviction rate. The truth is. He wouldn’t be so successful if it weren’t for me and Benjamin.” Officer Hanks said.

      Officer Dupree closed the second drawer. This time intrigued by her statement.

      “What do you mean?”

      She smiled sarcastically.

      “Come on. Have you seen Detective Wise? Do you really think he’s a top cop?” She asked him.

      Officer Dupree shrugged his shoulders.

      “The guys in the academy must think he is. His record speaks for itself.” Officer Dupree opened the third drawer. His eyes squinted when he pulled back the folded underwear.

      “What is it?” Officer Hanks asked as she stepped closer.

      Officer Dupree pulled out a roll of money and a bottle of mixed pills.

      Officer Hanks took the money and stuffed it in her pants.

      “What’s in the bottle?” She asked.
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      The smell of rotten eggs and sauerkraut nauseated Damon while riding to the Glynn County Detention Center. The sky-scrapping gates buzzed open, and the sun blurred his vision. Damon tried to hide his face from the sun’s rays, but each movement made the seatbelt engrave his skin. An officer at the guard post pointed a shotgun at Damon. He chewed his tobacco while switching his toothpick in his mouth. His curled handlebar mustache had a residue of the spicy shrimp he had for lunch—a staple around Glynn County.

      The patrol officer looked in the rearview mirror at Damon and smiled when he turned the car off.

      “Got a real stone-cold killer for you.” The Patrol Officer told the Deputy.

      As the deputy opened the door, the sun blinded Damon’s face as he was grabbed by the elbows for processing. The deputy walked Damon to the male bathroom. Another deputy uncuffed him.

      They stripped him naked. The guards judged him in the bathroom as he stood shivering. A guard turned on the water behind him. Damon fell to his knees from the water pressure. He yelled in pain as the cold water beat his skin like a drum. Damon wanted to be strong, but bruises formed, and the pain got the best of him. The Deputy finally turned off the water, and Damon dropped a tear for a sound of relief.

      They gave him a green jumpsuit. Inmate engraved on both sides. The deputies made him wait with a few new inmates in the community room. It was a square room with two steel doors on each side. One entry, Damon just left his freedom behind. The other door held his presumed future. A one-way mirror separated the doors. Each door had a camera pointing towards the two rows of benches. The four inmates waited for their next instructions. Damon sat in the first seat in the second row. He thought he could get a good look at his surroundings.

      “FAULKNER!” The loud broken intercom voiced through the cracked speaker.

      Damon stood up and went through the door that buzzed him in.

      Two guards lead him to a nurse. Her cold hands gave him goosebumps when she took his blood pressure.

      “Say ah.” She instructed him as she stuck a thermometer under his tongue.

      “Any major medical problems?” The young nurse asked.

      Damon shook his head and denied it.

      The nurse typed away on her computer.

      “Look right here.” She instructed. She was pointing to a camera on the computer. The flash on the camera flickered, and the little badge machine beside it made a typewriter sound.

      “Your inmate number is your badge number. You use it to charge your phone calls or order your commissary from the kiosk.” The nurse said as she handed him his jail identification card.

      “You keep the card on you and don’t share your number with anyone. Any questions?”

      “Damon shook his head and denied having questions.

      “Wait.” Damon softly spoke as he changed his mind.

      “When can I make a phone call?” Damon asked.

      “It’s late now. We have lights out at 2100. The deputies will take you to rest your head. You can get situated, I guess, in the morning.”

      “Thank you,” Damon said as he placed his palms together.

      “Good luck to you, Mr. Faulkner.”

      “He’s done.” The nurse told the two deputies accompanying Damon.

      They grabbed him roughly by the elbows as Damon struggled with one deputy. The other deputy pulled out his baton to threaten Damon.

      “Are we going to have a problem?” The deputy asked.

      Damon shook his head. Keeping his focus on the baton.

      The nurse gave Damon a stern look. She handed him a beat-up thin mattress and a sheet molded into a tot with his jail essentials.

      The deputies led Damon down the corridor where his night would begin his journey in the Glynn County correctional system. The deputy that took the lead reached the badge-only access door at the end of the stone-walled corridor that opened to a barbed wire sky. An eagle flying above took his focus off the guard behind him. Damon felt a blow to the back of his head. He was knocked unconscious.
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      It took Damon until the morning to open his eyes. He was in a single cell, handcuffed to an old broken gurney. The same nurse checked his vitals. An empty bag of antibiotics stuck to his vein. His ribs were broken, and his vision was a little blurry as he tried to regain consciousness. After a few hours. He was cleared to resume his tour.

      Damon was released to general population. The men were housed in two open dormitories. He found and took the only bed available. It was the bottom of a bunk bed beside the toilet stalls. Only a tiny island separated his bed from the man, emptying his waste. The top bunk was used for napkins to clean themselves when they were done.

      Damon sat on his new bed simultaneously when another inmate sat on the toilet. Damon tucked his head in shame at the sound of diarrhea.

      “Faulkner!” A deputy called for Damon.

      Damon was called to see his public defender, Curtis Key.

      Damon sat down across from a thin man deep in his folder. There were bibles next to him. When he heard Damon sliding under the table, he put the folder down. Curtis stood up to greet him.

      “Oh, Mr. Faulkner. I’m Curtis Key. Your public defender in your case. Your wife contacted our office the moment you went in for questioning.” Curtis took a seat and grabbed the folder again. He continued his motivating pitch.

      “She was smart at getting information ahead of time. So I texted her that you qualified for our program based on your income. How are you feeling?” Curtis asked.

      “Desperate,” Damon muttered.

      “Please. Let’s keep our language child-friendly. I understand how you feel. Do you remember what happened? They said you passed out and hit your head.”

      Damon shook his head.

      “If they say that’s what happened. How’s Olivia?”

      “She’s worried but strong at heart. I spoke with her regarding your case. You can call her to discuss when you are done here.” Curtis told Damon. He was giving him a sense of confidence in his tone. It put Damon at ease for a moment.

      Damon placed his bonded hands on the table.

      “How do I get out of here?” Damon asked.

      Curtis opened the slim folder he was reading earlier.

      “We are dealing with Judge Kirkland. She is stern in her ways. Your charges are serious. They have you down for one count of malice murder. One count of felony murder. One count of aggravated assault because she had marks around her neck. Suggesting she was choked. One count of false imprisonment and one count of criminal attempt to commit a felony. These will get you no bond no matter how we plea.” Curtis told Damon as he closed the folder.

      Damon pounded the table with both fists.

      “I DIDN’T KILL HER!” Damon yelled.

      Curtis put both of his hands up in self-defense.

      “You must calm down unless you want another attorney. I’m the only help you have." Curtis advised Damon.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be here.”

      “I had a long talk with Olivia. You haven’t been honest with her. She doesn’t know why or what happened. Last week they took you in for questions, and today you are here with me. My job is to defend or help with a plea deal,” Curtis said as he opened the folder again.

      “A deal?” Damon asked, surprised.

      “When we stand before the judge tomorrow, we are the first case on a Monday morning. It could go either way in their attitudes, depending on what side of the bed they woke up on if they had to wait long for their coffee. I believe the Lord is always on my side.” Damon rolled his eyes when Curtis tried to preach.

      Curtis continued to look down at the folder over the charges.

      “The district attorney, Harrison Gates, believes there is enough evidence that you will change your original statement. Therefore, he would take a guilty plea for a lesser penalty.”

      “You sound like you think I’m guilty?” Damon asked Curtis.

      “My job is to do the best for my client. That is an oath I take. I am providing effective, ethical representation for indigent people accused of crimes. Whatever you tell me is confidential,” Curtis told Damon.

      Damon shook his head. He still couldn’t believe what went wrong for him to be in the green suit.

      “Why do they think I did this?” He asked Curtis.

      “They have a witness that points you in and out of the house. You have your D.N.A. in the house. Mrs. Bigley is dead. This is not something any lawyer or public defender can defend. Unless.” Curtis looked Damon in the eyes. He wanted to make sure he had his attention.

      “Unless you give me something to work with,” Curtis pleaded with Damon.

      “I’m not taking a deal,” Damon said as he lightly tapped the table with his index finger.

      Damon paused as he tried calming himself down and stared at the surrounding bars. The realization of being in jail struck him. His heart cried, but he stayed mentally strong.

      “What are my chances in court? How confident are you in winning?” Damon asked.

      “You are innocent until proven guilty. The burden is always on the prosecution to prove a person guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. While this evidentiary standard is high, the prosecution doesn’t have to prove a person guilty of mathematical certainty. I plan to defend your story against the evidence but honestly. I’m lost on where to start or what I’m defending.” Curtis finally dared to ask Damon. He wanted to know what he was up against. Curtis was the lawyer that defended his clients based on his faith and belief. He would either get a confession from his clients or lead them to Christ. Sometimes he would protect the rights of his clients and let God fight his battles. He waited patiently to see which client Damon would be.

      “I’m not going down for this. I’ve watched The First 24 and Behind the Badge every week.” He caught himself when he saw Curtis' quick reaction. Curtis stopped him with a hand gesture.

      “I know how this stuff works. Do they have the weapon? Have them match my prints with the weapon or around her neck.” Damon told Curtis.

      Curtis eased back in his chair. He closed his small folder. Then he tapped on the folder a few times before shrugging. A slight shake of his head made Damon feel uneasy.

      “I would be a liar, and I wouldn’t be a talented lawyer if I didn’t tell you this. A murder weapon is not necessary, nor is an actual body needed for a conviction on a homicide charge. I guess I can try to cook something up. We will take our chances in court tomorrow, and I will think of something to get under Harrison's skin. I won’t get to specifics, but I have something in my head that might benefit us. Olivia is bringing you a suit for court tomorrow. We will plead not guilty but know they will deny bond, and you will stay here until after the trial process.”

      Damon sat back in his chair. He gave Curtis a puzzled look.

      Curtis smiled as he slid a small bible towards Damon.

      “I know this may be new or happening a little fast, and this is your first time in a place like this. Faith can go a long way. I have highlighted Luke 11. The Lord’s prayer.”

      “I know it,” Damon said, a little disgusted as he took the bible aggressively. He didn’t want to hear Curtis preach. He was getting upset with Olivia’s choice of his lawyer.

      Curtis saw Damon’s uneasy attitude. But he wanted to save his first impression. So, he tried an approach he thought would bring Damon back into his trusted circle.

      “How do you know about the weapon?” Curtis asked out of curiosity.

      Damon didn’t trust Curtis to tell him the truth. He had to use his wisdom to maneuver around Curtis' suspicions even if they were on the same team.

      “Well, do they? You read me the charges, and I know they found my D.N.A. I was arrested yesterday. Knocked out until today, and I still don’t understand why I’m here.”

      Curtis looked through the folder again. This time he handed it over to Damon to look through.

      “If I’m going to be your lawyer. Trust me. I don’t see anything about a weapon here. Like I said, your D.N.A. is more than enough to keep you here. I can argue you are much taller than Mrs. Bigley. So the force and the depth of the impact can’t be determined if you are the one that gave her the blow.”

      Damon shook his head when he didn’t understand.

      “I’m sorry. It sounds like I’m still guilty.”

      “To be honest, Mr. Faulkner. Without your side of the story, I have little to go on. It’s a hard fight, but not impossible. With all these charges, we're fighting. It looks like they want you guilty of something.” Curtis said. He looked away from Damon.

      Damon pounded the table slightly with his fist.

      “We have to fight.” Damon confidently spoke.

      “You trust in God, so trust me. I didn’t do this.” Damon said softly. His eyes filled as he wiped them quickly, not to show weakness.

      Curtis pulled out a napkin from his pants pocket.

      “It’s OK to cry. That tells me right there. You are worth fighting for."

      Curtis felt Damon’s confidence in pursuing the case. Damon slid the folder back to Curtis and picked up the bible. Curtis felt his soul being pushed in a direction he had never felt before.

      Curtis picked up his briefcase from the floor and placed the slim folder in one pocket. He pulled out a pen and another small notepad.

      “Commit your way to the Lord. Trust in him, and he will do this.” Curtis told himself. 

      “Ok, Mister Faulkner. What happened on Tuesday, September 26, at 2 pm?”
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      Curtis and Damon pleaded in court before Judge Juliet Kirkland, and the bond was denied as Curtis expected. Damon saw why Curtis wasn’t a huge fan. She was the real Judge Judy type. Stern, but to the point. She either woke up on the wrong side of the bed or waited too long for her coffee. Just like Curtis suggested, being the first case of the day.

      Curtis mentioned no weapon was found at the crime scene. Judge Kirkland wasn’t moved and almost laughed Curtis out of the courtroom.

      Judge Kirkland and Harrison Gates agreed there was enough evidence for the trial to proceed without the murder weapon.

      Harrison finally asked the judge for a leave of absence for a planned vacation, and his replacement ADA had been assigned.

      Curtis leaned over to Damon and whispered in his ear.

      “That may be a win for us. Let’s hope the next guy is not a hard nose.”

      Damon looked over at Olivia and waved to her in the courtroom. She waved back. She was showing him a sign of hope.

      That same morning, Detective Wise sat in his office looking for Damon’s motive in the brutal killing. He knew his case was solid based on the D.N.A. evidence, and with no other suspects or leads, Damon was his man. The search of his home came up empty. No evidence of the bookend or any other items belonging to the Bigley home in Damon’s possession. A disappointing search for the case. Detective Wise didn’t want an unsolved murder on his record, and he was desperate to make and close his one-hundredth case. Another governor’s award would place him in Hollywood. That would put him over the top with his celebrity status. Another magazine article with maybe his own television show. He would even settle for a guest spot on the local news for their crime specials.

      All he had to do, which he was good at, was give Harrison his theory and motive—another win for Glynn County’s finest.

      As he sat in his office, sipping on his dark confidence juice, Detective Benjamin walked into his office.

      “Again, with the juice, boss? We have an interesting problem with Faulkner. I would love to see how you will play this one.”

      “What do you mean? It’s a solid case. No, who did it? We know who did it, and so will the jury. We just don’t have his confession. I was working on the motive before you walked in. The witnesses are solid. D.N.A. is solid. What more could we ask for? It’s an easy win.”

      Detective Benjamin shook his head in disbelief.

      “It’s not that simple. We have a new assistant district attorney on this one. A young buck working his first case. He tried to get a confession and a plea deal, but he is fighting the fact there is no murder weapon. No weapon may end up in a fifty-fifty split with the jury, and he could walk. We have solid evidence, but this dude, Faulkner’s story, is easy to believe without the murder weapon.”

      Detective Wise sat back in his chair. Took a sip from his flask. Detective Benjamin rolled his eyes at the sight of his lack of judgment. Detective Wise thought about his situation. The only detective on the force with a one hundred percent conviction rate was not ready to have a murder suspect go free when he was about to retire. He looked at his award for detective of the year, which sat next to a commendation from the sheriff. Then the one from the governor for putting away Dai Hynes.

      “Does he have a lawyer yet? What happened to Harrison?” Detective Wise asked.

      “Like I was saying, but you weren’t listening. You need to get your ears checked.” Detective Benjamin scolded him.

      Detective Wise gave him the middle finger and drank from his flask again. This time he laid eyes on Detective Benjamin.

      “He’s working with that Curtis guy. You know, the Jesus guy.”

      Detective Wise rolled his eyes in disgust.

      “I hate that flipping guy,” Detective Wise interrupted. Slurring his words a little.

      “Harrison is taking time off, so his focus won’t be on this case. He’s taking a step back on this one. He will supervise and oversee everything. Bad timing, I know. But long overdue, considering the work we put him through the past year and your undefeated record. So, they put this ace new guy in his place to take this case while he’s gone.”

      Detective Wise leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling. He placed his arms above his head and moved his chair back so he could put his feet on top of his desk.

      “As I said, we have solid evidence. This case is a wrap. Over and done. The next chapter is what I am moving on to. I don’t care who’s the prosecutor. My part is over with.”

      “Next chapter?” Detective Benjamin questioned.

      “This is your show now. I’m putting in for my retirement after I see him convicted. I’m not taking any more cases. I recommend Stone to be your number two and that new kid.”

      “Dupree.” Detective Benjamin helped.

      “Yes, Dupree. Good kid. He would serve well under you guys here. But that Faulkner guy is guilty, and he’s going to die in prison. Screw him and that lawyer.” Detective Wise said while going back to his portfolio. Detective Benjamin put his hands up to defend himself. Hating the fact that his partner was hardheaded and never backed down. He wanted no part of this case.

      “The new guy wants a conference call today to review the case before trial. In case we need to be called into court. The usual preparation after the arraignment. He wants to prepare for his first case,” Detective Benjamin explained.

      “Who is this young buck?”

      “New kid’s named Derrick Washington. Still wet around the edges but bright, I think.”

      Detective Wise twirled his pencil as he stared off into space.

      “No need to worry. I have an idea. Let’s call him and see what he says.”

      Detective Wise dialed the district attorney’s office and waited for the secretary to patch him through to Derrick.

      “Hello, this is Derrick.”

      “Derrick, Wise here. What’s going on with Faulkner? I’m hearing it’s not as solid as we thought?”

      “Well, it’s not as simple as it sounds. I wasn’t in court today but wrapped up with Harrison, and his defense is believable. I have my concerns. We have his blood in the house, but that could be disputed because he admitted to breaking in to help the victim who cried for help. He left the scene out of fear. A jury could determine all as something they would have done too. We don’t have a motive for why he wanted her killed without motivation or a murder weapon. It’s hard to prove guilt. We need to prove him guilty without a reasonable doubt. Right now, I feel it’s only circumstantial evidence. I don’t want to lose on a technicality.”

      Detective Benjamin leaned into Detective Wise’s ear, “I told you this kid is bright.”

      “Hey, Derrick. Benjamin here. What about the witness accounts and the time frame we have him in the house?”

      “Time could be a perception issue. Without cameras, no one knows the exact time. I investigated the truck's GPS, but they said that function didn’t work. So all I must go on is the package’s timestamp. That doesn’t tell me anything about him being there for a long time. A witness can say ten minutes, but an excellent attorney can say less time than that, and there is no way to prove it. Fingerprints on a murder weapon would bust this thing wide open, but I don’t need it to win, just for the icing on the cake. If you get my drift,” Derrick explained to the detectives.

      “But we have the murder weapon.” Detective Wise jumped in. A little too soon. Still having the fresh confidence juice in his blood.

      The phone went silent. Detective Benjamin gave a confusing look to Detective Wise.

      “We do?” Detective Benjamin asked.

      His question was answered when he saw the unashamed look on his partner's face.

      Detective Wise held up his hand to silence his partner.

      “I don’t see it here in my notes. Are you sure?” Derrick asked.

      “Yes, we have the weapon.”
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      Detective Benjamin met with Officer Hanks at Tipsy McSways after the conference call—a hot spot with the locals, known for the best burgers in Brunswick.

      Dinner had arrived when Officer Hanks pretended to stab Detective Benjamin out of frustration.

      “Do I need to separate you too?” The waitress played along with Officer Hanks.

      Detective Benjamin giggled as he grabbed fries from his plate.

      “You can have her. Just make sure she pays for dinner,” he said in his broad Boston accent, still chewing on the fries.

      Officer Hanks kicked him under the table.

      The waitress dropped their straws and walked away, giggling.

      “What’s your problem?” He asked as he poured ketchup on his fries.

      “That fool will recommend Stone over me as your backup. You can’t tell me you want that too?” She asked him.

      “No, not really, but I can’t give them much else to go on. I’m glad I’m getting a shot at the lead, and his ass is gone. Plus, he has no say or control. It’s just his opinion. Sheriff Buford hates him as much as I do. Stone has many years on the job and was in narcotics for a while.” Detective Benjamin said as he took a big bite of his burger.

      Officer Hanks plucked through her shrimp salad.

      “What if I give you something to help you get the heads up? Then put in a word for me.” She smiled. She got him.
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      Detective Wise's mind troubled him that night. The thought of Damon walking free troubled him. He sent many criminals away working with Harrison without the murder weapon, but Derrick may lose this next one. He lacked confidence that the rookie could do a big man’s job. A risk he wasn’t willing to take. He poured him a glass of his favorite brandy and turned on the American Crime Network. The theme song for Behind the Badge started the Primetime program.

      “That should be me on top,” he said to himself. His eyes filled with envious rage, watching the man he was passed over for the crime network. Jason Steele had been on the network for five years, following a viral news story of him solving a cold case murder. At the same time, Detective Wise arrested Dai Hynes for his gruesome killings.

      Jason Steele announced this would be his final season on the hit show Behind the Badge.

      “This case will get me closer to that spot. I know it.” Detective Wise said as he leaned closer to the television. Jason’s face transformed into Detective Wise's face as he saw himself instead on the television screen. His eyes filled with greed as he thought about doing anything to take that spot.

      One glass turned into three glasses. He couldn’t stop his daydreaming. One thought turned into four ideas. The confidence juice fogged his reality. Detective Wise paced back and forth in his living room. Brandy in one hand and his cigar in the other. A few scratches to his temple. 

      “I have the weapon.”

      He didn’t know if the liquid courage or his intelligence made him put his next moves in place. The veins in his forehead were ready to burst as the confidence juice filled his soul. He stumbled when he took a seat in front of his television. His brown cat jumped and danced across his lap. He put his cigar down as he rubbed behind her ears. She licked her paw as she looked up at him.

      “You’re right.” He said to her as if they were having an entire conversation. His best friend became his therapist.

      Detective Wise reached for his phone to dial his most trusted officer. Deputy Stone would do anything to please Detective Wise, hoping for a recommendation for a promotion to detective. Detective Wise knew this about Deputy Stone and always used his rank as coercion to do police work off the books. Any ordinary person would know such actions were wrong but in a red state. You always back the blue or end up blue. Deputy Stone never questioned the ethics and took it as a learning lesson from one of the best the town has ever had on the police force.

      Detective Wise smiled when he saw a missed call from Sharon Wynn. He dialed Deputy Stone’s number with a drunken chuckle. It rang once; Deputy Stone had a special ringtone for when his mentor called. He would do anything at the drop of a dime to not disappoint or ruin his chances of making a good impression.

      “What up, boss?”

      “Stone, you still have the bookend from the Bigley house?”

      “Shoot. My bad, I think so. It might be in my trunk. You never said what to do with it. I forgot all about it.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Look, I got some police work for you. Some of that of the book stuff, man.”

      “Oh,” Deputy Stone was intrigued. He put down his hot dog and searched for a pen, spilling mustard on his uniform.

      “Meet me downstairs at the medical examiner’s office at 0800. Don’t go inside until I get there. Be discreet.”

      “Ah, alright.” Deputy Stone responded inquisitively.

      “I don’t want the other side getting the upper hand." Detective Wise said, trying to calm Deputy Stone’s nerves.

    

  







            14

          

        

      

    

    




      **Justin Farlow left the police station simultaneously as Detective Benjamin walked up the curb to enter the building. **

      Detective Benjamin arrived at the Glynn County municipal building earlier than usual. Not to be the first one for the fresh coffee or the first take of Linda’s donuts.

      Detective Benjamin was at his corner cubicle, writing an email to Derrick about his discovery in the Faulkner case. He didn’t speak to his wife, who often advised him before making decisions. He thought he had come away with the smoking gun to get the win Derrick needed without the weapon. Detective Benjamin also felt in his gut. Damon was their guy. His partner was right—all the evidence was stacked against the defendant. Detective Benjamin didn’t know how his partner had the weapon. That wasn’t his concern. At that point, all his moral ethics went out the door. Detective Benjamin thought this was his chance to get a governor’s award and a jump on being the lead detective in Glynn County homicide.

      Before he hit, send on his well-thought-out email. He stared at the screen. Detective Benjamin knew he was getting played and overlooked for his virtuous police work. Never a thank you from his partner. No special awards for his service. Detective Wise put away some evil men in his decade of police work. Detective Wise put away Dai Hynes, but Detective Benjamin suggested drugs and money were the prime motivation for the murders. Another angle he thought would play perfectly.

      This was a big case for both. Media coverage increased after Sharon Wynn’s breaking story at Damon’s home. Even the unknown public defender Curtis Key got his name and photo in The Brunswick News. He never got praise, and he was getting sick of it.

      Detective Benjamin was tired of waiting, but he thought if he waited long enough. He would be the lead detective once his unpleasant partner retired and got that television role of his dreams. At least that’s what he told his wife every time she pressed him to step up on the job.

      “Do something. Take a bullet or something like they do on the TV.” She told him constantly in her sweet Puerto Rican accent.

      He knew she was joking. They were both fans of Steve McGarrett on Hawaii Five-O.

      “Oh yeah. If I could be like Steve. Then you'll be happy.” He said to her as they cuddled together, watching the show.

      She chuckled as she gave him a playful punch on the shoulder.

      “Ouch!” He said as he flinched and pretended to be scared.

      She tackled him, hugged him, then kissed him.

      “You are my Steve.” She said as he moved the strand of hair that fell over her left eye.

      Detective Benjamin had to make a name for himself—a wait he couldn’t do much longer. Detective Benjamin would do anything at this point to get rid of his old partner and finally be the top cop of Glynn County.

      Detective Benjamin wasn’t in the office to help win the case. Instead, he wanted to crack the case this time for himself. Give the prosecution a solid motive and get on Derrick’s good side. Get a notch on his belt for once. It was his gut feeling.

      A high-profile case like this would get accommodation from the governor.

      Detective Benjamin’s father was a police officer. He told him about the most crucial role of being a cop.

      “Being a cop is about putting the bad guys away and ensuring he’s the right guy. Always, always do good for the people.”

      He wanted to do good for Susan.

      Linda was the office assistant and always arrived on time to lay out the donuts. Detective Benjamin slowly eased toward Detective Wise’s office. The smell of cheap cologne circled the air as he reached for the locked drawer. Where the Faulkner case files were kept, somehow, he remembered his partner’s code. It was obvious. 6-6-66. Detective Wise’s birthday.  He found the Faulkner files beside a half bottle of confidence juice.

      “You are one sick crooked man. That’s for sure.” Detective Benjamin said as he left the drawer half open. He slowly peeked out the door to ensure no one was still in the office. Instead, all he heard was the ticking of the clock and the tapping of keys from Linda in her office on her computer.

      He rushed to the printer, dropping the stack of papers.

      “Damn.” He said as he tried to pick them up.

      “Charles, I didn’t know you were in. You scared the heck out of me.”

      Detective Benjamin jumped when he heard Linda’s voice behind him.

      “Oh shoot! You scared me.”

      “For being a cop, you are always so fidgety. What are you doing here so early?”

      “Just making copies for the case we closed out. Standard police work.” He said, trying to blow her off by looking busy.

      “Interesting,” Linda said while taking a sip of coffee. She looked over at Detective Wise’s office and saw the door open.

      “Is Jeff here too? His door is open now.”

      “Uh-no. I don’t think so. I opened it so he could get some cool air in his room. They still didn’t fix his air conditioner, and you know how much he hates a hot room.”

      “Interesting. You think they would do anything for their top cop in this foolish building? Interesting.”

      Detective Benjamin smiled as he thought to himself.

      “If this witch says interesting one more time, don’t shut up. I’ll…”

      “Well, I’ll let you get back to police work,” Linda said as she returned to her desk.

      The printer finally stopped. Detective Benjamin took his stack and stuffed it under his armpit. Rushed into Detective Wise’s office, put the other half back in the drawer, and closed it. Not noticing the bottle of pills he dropped that Officer Hanks gave him last night at dinner. Detective Benjamin made eye contact with Linda as he sat at his corner desk. She looked away after getting caught being nosey again. He looked at page one.

      “All right, Damon, let’s find the truth.”
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      Parked discreetly in the alley, Detective Wise met Deputy Stone outside the medical examiner’s office. The plan was simple for Deputy Stone to execute. Knowing his little intelligence couldn’t mess this up. Detective Wise drank from a bottle of DayQuil to kill his hangover.

      Detective Wise walked in first at the medical examiner's office, which was in the basement of the municipal building. Jennifer, the medical assistant controlling the front desk, immediately recognized him.

      “Hey, Jeff, what brings you in today?”

      “I need to see Emmerson. Is he in?”

      “Yes, Dr. Hartman is in the freezer, I think. Wait in his office. I’ll let him know you’re here.”

      “You mind getting me something cold to drink? It’s hot outside. I can’t stand this heat and all these bugs,” Detective Wise said.

      “Sure. We always have diet sodas in the kitchen. But, of course, you know Dr. Hartman is addicted to those things. Give me a sec.”

      “No problem. Will do.”

      Detective Wise gave the signal. Deputy Stone eased his way through the entrance, passing Detective Wise as he received a head nod of assurance from the mastermind himself. Detective Wise was hoping he wouldn’t screw this up. Deputy Stone wasn’t the brightest of the bunch.

      Deputy Stone made his way through the cold basement halls. He heard Dr. Hartman pacing, talking into his tape recorder. He opened a closet door and hid until the time was right.

      Upstairs, Detective Wise waited for Jennifer to return with his coke.

      “Here you go, Jeff.”

      “Ah, thank you. Just what I needed.” He smiled at her. He was trying to engage in a bit of flirting.

      She didn’t engage.

      “Have a seat in Dr. Hartman’s office, and I'll page him now to come meet you.”

      He took a seat and then texted Deputy Stone.

      
        
          
            
              
        “Get ready.”

      

      

      

      

      

      Jennifer reached for the phone.

      “Dr. Hartman, you have a visitor waiting for you in your office. Dr. Hartman, you are needed in your office.”

      Deputy Stone heard the loudspeaker and heard Dr. Hartman as he reacted to the overhead page.

      “Come on! What now!” He slammed his tape recorder down and kicked the stool he almost tripped on. He was blaming it for getting in his way.

      Dr. Hartman left the freezer and walked past the closet where Deputy Stone was hiding.

      Deputy Stone walked into the examiner's room. Only one body on the table. No other murders had happened since they found Susan in her home. Deputy Stone put on gloves. He took the bookend out of a black duffel bag and placed the corner of the bookend into Susan’s head.

      He flinched when he heard a gush oozing from her brain when he placed the bookend slowly down in her skull—allowing enough blood to be visible on the edges. He put the bookend back in his duffel bag and left out the back door to place the bag in Detective Wise’s car. Deputy Stone texted:

      
        
          
            
              
        “Done.”

      

      

      

      

      

      

  




***Justin Farlow took photos of Deputy Stone’s actions. ***

      Dr. Hartman went upstairs to see Detective Wise sitting in his office, legs crossed, checking his watch.

      “Jeff, what brings you here to see me on a busy afternoon?”

      “Just seeing what progress you made with my Bigley case. You know there are a lot of eyes on this. Our careers are on the line when I nail this idiot.”

      “Oh, why are you down here crushing my gluteus maximus?”

      Detective Wise gave him a blank stare. He didn’t understand what the doctor was saying.

      “Never mind. What do you want?” Dr. Hartman asked.

      “I got this new kid taking the case because Harrison took one of his girlfriends on a seven-month Caribbean cruise. So, I want to ensure this case is solid before I hand over my last notes.”

      Dr. Hartman was puzzled. He took a firm look at Detective Wise and shook his head in confusion. He reached for a folder in his drawer.

      “I told the other guys this was passionate.” Dr. Hartman said as he handed Detective Wise a folder.

      “Other guys? What other guys?" Detective Wise asked.

      “Her husband and his lawyer came. Wanting to see the body. Ethan asked about the marks on her neck and if she suffered.”

      “What about Thomas? What did he say?"

      “Nothing. But when I told Ethan, it was passionate about the manner of her death. I made sure he heard me. He changed Jeff. Something about his face changed. Like he was evil.” Dr. Hartman placed his hand on his chin to ponder.

      “Charles interviewed the guy. He’s not our man. What do you mean by passion?”

      “I find she was strangled first and fell to the ground unconscious. Then she was beaten by something.”

      “So, she died from a nice blow, huh.” Detective Wise smiled, but Dr. Hartman wasn’t amused or didn’t get the joke. Dr. Hartman gave him a blank stare.

      “Never mind. You were saying what?” Detective Wise asked.

      “Yeah, that’s the thing. If your guy wanted to rob her, why would he beat her and kill her? But that’s your job.” Dr. Hartman giggled at his joke.

      Detective Wise either wasn’t amused or didn’t get the joke. So, he gave him an utter stare back.

      “I’m still doing the final touches, but these are a copy of my notes. I’m going to say Susan was killed by a final blow to the head with a sharp metal object.”

      “Like a book end?” Detective Wise jumped in.

      “Yeah, I guess, perhaps. Hard to know which object without the object.”

      “I know because I have the weapon. Deputy Stone found it at the scene and put it in evidence without doing the paperwork. That backward cop would forget his gun to a shootout.”

      “Oh.” Dr. Hartman didn’t question the theory because he knew it was true.

      “This case will be too important to have someone like him making mistakes like that. Please bring me the weapon as soon as possible so that I can compare it to the wounds. Don’t send that idiot. Anyone but him. Send Charles. We need to catch up on the Falcons. I missed him when he came by earlier."

      “Wait, Benjamin was down here. When?”

      “When I was with Thomas and his lawyer. Jen said he stopped by."

      “Did she say why?”

      Dr. Hartman shrugged his shoulders. Then he took a witty look at Detective Wise.

      “Why are you here?" He asked.

      Detective Wise sat silent. He was trying to counter his next move. He smiled in acknowledgment of Dr. Hartman's sarcastic question.

      “Well, got to close this case and send this last piece to Derrick.” Detective Wise said as he stood up to leave.

      Dr. Hartman looked puzzled. “Oh yeah, the new guy.”

      “Yeah, he’s that new kid district attorney, and his backward tie self doesn’t know how we small-town folks do things around here—starting to be a pain in my sciatica. He wants everything solid. But this information right here and the murder weapon is one hundredth for me. American Crime, here I come.”

      “Good luck on that, bud. Don’t get your hopes up.” Dr. Hartman said, laughing at the dream of the man standing before him.

      “Have you told anyone else your passion theory?"

      “Nope. Just you, bud, and the Bigleys.”

      “Good. Keep it to yourself. That’s my job.” Detective Wise said sarcastically.
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      The first week ended for Damon. The day Glynn County officers slapped the cuffs on him kept going through his mind during the day. Embarrassed him in front of Olivia. It only seemed like yesterday for Damon losing his freedom. He quickly got updated on jail politics. He was thinking of Curtis. Wondering what his chances were of sleeping next to Olivia again.

      His bed was next to the toilets. He blocked out the noise by reading the bible that Curtis gave him. He understood little but went over the few highlights Curtis provided. It was just something to pass the time. He masked the smell of the toilet by rubbing candle wax on tissues and sticking the tissues in his nose.

      He called Olivia nightly using his new prison ID card. Watching his back each time he moved around the open dorm.

      The inmates had one hour for each meal and two hours of outside time each day. Damon kept to himself. No one talked to him. He was happy to be alone but was always scared when showering around known predators.

      Damon had his first visit with Olivia. The weekends were family days. It brought happiness to Damon in a joyless world.

      Olivia was already at one booth when Damon arrived at his assigned seat. Olivia saw his face. She placed her hands over her mouth and dropped a tear.

      “Oh my gosh! What happened?” She asked him with a whimper.

      “I’ve made a few friends.”

      “How do you feel? Are you OK? I miss you.” She said all at once.

      “I’m good. Wish I could get bail.”

      “I know. I was there. I talked to Curtis.” Olivia jumped in.

      “What do you think about him?”

      Olivia shrugged her shoulders.

      “I like him. He’s a man of faith. Something I’ve been trying to get you to do forever. It’s not too late.” She paused.

      “Is it true, Damon? Did you kill that woman?” She was afraid to ask. But she couldn’t help but find out the truth.

      “Of course not. Come on, Liv, you know me. I can’t believe you are asking me that.”

      “I’m sorry, baby. I know you didn’t. I had to ask. You know I support you.” She looked away, disgusted with herself.

      “How do you feel?” Damon asked.

      She looked at him. Then her eyes turned away again.

      “What’s wrong?” Damon asked.

      “I went through our savings. I have to find a job to at least keep the house. With my fibromyalgia, I don’t know how much I can do.”

      Damon looked away, upset his wife was going through a rough patch.

      “I’m sorry, baby. I wish there were something I could do.”

      “That’s not the only thing,” Olivia said, afraid to speak.

      “FAULKNER! TIMES UP!” The loudspeaker yelled.

      “I have to go. What is it?” He implored her.

      “I was watching the prosecutor in your case on the news.”

      “Ok and? What about him?”

      Olivia hesitated for a minute, looking deeply into his eyes and fighting back a tear.

      “FAULKNER!” The loudspeaker called again.

      “Liv, I got to go!” Damon said as he stood up. Showing the guards he was listening to their command. He looked at Olivia again.

      “What is it?” He begged her.

      “They are seeking the death penalty.”
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      Sharon Wynn contacted Harrison hoping to land an interview with the hot new young attorney, Derrick Washington. The young reporter still expected to have a breaking story to catapult her career. Harrison arranged an interview at his office while on his cruise.

      Sharon checked in at the front desk as many male eyes focused on her curves. She pulled out her compact mirror and checked her features.

      “Ms. Wynn, Mr. Washington will be with you shortly. Can I get you anything to drink?” The young intern at the front desk asked.

      “No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

      “She can’t ask me if I’m thirsty.” Bob, the cameraman, whispered.

      Sharon smiled and nudged him with her elbow.

      “What do you make of this guy?” Bob asked.

      Sharon smiled because she didn’t want to have the conversation in the open. Sharon leaned into Bob’s ear.

      “I’m just following the biggest story on our side of town. This is the biggest news since Dai Hynes, and I missed out on that one.” She whispered to Bob.

      “But yeah, why do they need this hot shot city boy in Glynn County business? Have you thought about that?” Bob asked.

      “Why do you think I’m here?” She asked as she smacked his knee.
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      Derrick slid his phone into his pocket with a winning smile.

      “Jackpot!” He told his assistant. As he first pumped the air.

      Derrick finished reading the email from Detective Benjamin.

      “What is it, sir?” The intern asked as they approached the conference room.

      “You never know when you will score a touchdown. I love my job.” Derrick said as he grabbed the young man’s shoulder. He squeezed it to show how strong he was.

      “Get the door, son,” Derrick instructed the intern.

      Derrick entered the conference room to a waiting Sharon and her cameraman Bob.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting, Ms. Wynn.”

      Sharon stood up and greeted him with a hug.

      “So nice to meet you, Mr. Washington.” She said as he shook Bob’s hand.

      “Bob.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      Derrick turned to Sharon.

      “Please, have a seat.” He told them both.

      “Thank you for taking the time to meet with us. I know you have a lot going on,” Sharon said.

      Derrick smiled and crossed his legs.

      “It’s always been a pleasure to speak with the local press. The justice system is working, and I like to let the community know. A good press relationship can go a long way in Georgia. I look forward to our future conversations, Ms. Wynn. What would you like to know?”

      Sharon smiled as she closed her blouse.

      “Please, call me Sharon. Do you have an NDA before we start?” She asked him.

      He smiled as he slightly hesitated. His eyes slipped to her cross pendant above her breast. He caught himself before it became too obvious.

      “No, I have nothing to hide.” He said, shaking his head, engaging her eyes for clarity.

      “Ready?” She asked Bob.

      He picked up the camera and turned on the light. He gave Sharon a thumbs up.

      She grabbed her Microphone and flipped her hair around her shoulders.

      “Sharon Wynn for Brunswick News. I’m here with an exclusive interview with one of the hottest young district attorneys in Georgia.” She said as she started her monologue.

      Derrick smiled as he was flattered by the compliments.

      “Mr. Washington, I’m going to get to the point. Everyone wants to know. How did you get this case?”

      Derrick rubbed his hands on his knees nervously.

      “Glynn County’s DA Harrison Gates had a long overdue planned vacation. The governor thought it would be a good idea if I came in with an unbiased mind in a new setting. I intend to review the evidence and present a case to the jury that will put the man responsible away for a long time.”

      Sharon smiled as Bob panned the camera, focusing on her hourglass figure and perfect Colgate smile.

      “So, you’re not from Georgia?”

      “I’m from Texas. So, I know a little about country living. Coming to a place like Atlanta was a dream for my career. It is a big city but still has a farm life. A mixture of both worlds if you like the outdoors. But the shrimp out here in Brunswick is outstanding.”

      “It sure is. I have to agree. About the case. Your first case. You have a man that claims he is innocent. How confident are you the right man is behind bars?” Sharon asked him.

      “I have yet to meet the suspect. And I want everyone to respect his innocence until proven guilty. That is my focus. I am coming into this case blind, but I trust in the Glynn County Police Force and DA Harrison in this case. We have evidence that places him at the scene. We have witnesses that also place him at the scene. And your local detectives have done a fabulous job ruling out other suspects and gathering critical evidence—a matter of fact. Before I walked into this meeting with you, I received another piece of crucial evidence that may get us a deal to avoid a trial. I hope a confession or a plea deal will save the family from going through the pain of how she died over again. They are already suffering emotionally. Let’s not put them through the trauma again.” Derrick said confidently as he crossed his legs again.

      “Why do you think this crime happened?”

      “I plan on meeting with our suspect and his lawyer sometime this week. I don’t want to draw speculation for the defense reaching for a mistrial. I haven’t been able to analyze all the evidence. It wouldn’t do anyone justice to speculate on the circumstances. I think the evidence will place him at the scene, and it would be up to his defense to prove otherwise with everything we have. I believe I can get a plea deal. I believe we are close to finding a motive.”

      “What if he doesn’t want a plea and wants his day in court?”

      “That is the only way I will take the death penalty off the table,” Derrick said as Bob turned the camera back to Sharon to show her stunned look.

      “You think he meets the criteria?”

      “Why not?” Derrick asked.

      “It’s already a murder case. The way the murder happened. I believe other factors can be punishable by death.” Derrick said as he looked directly into the camera. It looked like he was intentionally sending someone a message with his approach.

      “I believe the nature of how Mrs. Bigley died and how she suffered. So I am giving Mister Faulkner a way out by taking a plea deal. If he wants to fight, he must fight to his death like Susan Bigley did when he strangled her,” Derrick said.

      Sharon took a moment to let Derrick’s last comments sink in. Bob turned the camera around to face Sharon. He gave her a thumbs up and a head nod. Giving her assurance she was on the right path.

      “That’s, of course, if he is guilty?” She asked.

      Derrick smiled at the camera when he was surprised.

      “Yes, and I will also be ready to fight when we have our day in court,” Derrick said with a quick counter.

      Derrick won over Sharon’s heart with his young, laid-back personality. They wrapped up their segment and exchanged numbers. Sharon was hoping to get the inside scope for future cases. Derrick was hoping for dinner and romance, still having trouble finding companionship in his busy schedule. His television interview terrified Olivia. It convinced her soul she would never see Damon outside the prison system.
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        * * *

      

      Curtis turned off the television in disgust over his opposition. Turning the case into a publicity stunt.

      “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding.” He told himself as he grabbed some lemonade from his fridge.

      His ten-acre farmland was filled with horses, pigs, and cattle and comforted him in loving God’s creatures.

      His golden retriever walked up and sprawled at his feet.

      “What do you think, Maple?” Named for her love of maple syrup.

      “Should we give them a run for their money?” He asked as she gave him a confused look and tilted her head.

      “Does she ever talk back to you?” His wife asked as she hugged him from behind. Pressing her lips smoothly behind his ears.

      “If she does, I can quit my day job.” He smiled as he sipped his lemonade. She slightly rubbed his head. Having sympathy for her husband.

      “Will she make enough money to feed the baby?” She asked him. Showing him the positive pregnancy test.

      Curtis turned around and kissed her passionately with excitement.

      She grabbed his hand and pulled him towards the edge of the porch as the pink sun calmed the skies above the wilderness that reached beyond their land. A rainbow stretched above the clouds.

      “You see that?” She asked him. Pointing out the rainbow.

      “I don’t know what you were thinking before I got here. Whatever you and Maple were talking about. But God agrees with you.” She told him as she hugged him.

      He looked at the rainbow. Then he looked at his wife in her eyes.

      “I love you.” He told her.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Wise watched the exclusive interview on his office computer. He pounded the desk twice in response to Derrick’s comments.

      “That’s right, young man. That’s what I’m talking about!” He couldn’t hold back his excitement. Gaining more confidence in Derrick’s ability to close the case in court. Detective Wise took one last sip of his confidence juice. Ready to shut down his shift for the evening. He picked up his retirement application with hesitation to sign it. He took off his badge and signed his name. He unholstered his weapon and reluctantly tossed it on his desk. He grabbed his silver flask to pour his confidence juice into his cactus plant but stumbled. Twisting his ankle on the evidence detective, Benjamin left behind.
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      Damon met with Curtis as the threat of the death penalty reached the local papers. The county jail placed Damon on suicide watch, as their protocol required them to do so. He sat handcuffed to the desk across from Curtis.

      Damon was drained from a lack of sleep. Curtis’ blank stare increased Damon’s anxiety. Damon had to say something to release the burn in his chest.

      “What are the options?” Damon asked as he broke Curtis from his daydream.

      Curtis realized he was rude to his client as he refocused on Damon.

      “I’m sorry. It’s been… Nothing.” Curtis said as he looked away briefly. Trying to find the right plan for the case.

      “What should I do?” Damon asked.

      “Look. The guy we are up against is Derrick. I don’t know anything about him, but he’s from Texas. They love to throw the death penalty around. I think it’s a scare tactic into making you take guilt in lesser punishment.”

      “So, let’s call his bluff,” Damon said, eager to jump in, but he realized it may have come off wrong. He saw the taken-back look on Curtis’s face.

      “I didn’t kill her,” Damon said defensively. Trying to reassure Curtis.

      “I know I’m on this side of the table, but I should be out there with you,” Damon said, still trying to defend himself.

      Curtis leaned closer to Damon.

      “I believe you. I don’t believe you’re guilty. I did my background check on you, and you don’t suit the crime. We should hear from him and see his evidence against you." Curtis said.

      “I think your right. Set up the meeting, but I’m not signing anything. I want to fight them in court.”Damon persisted.

      “I agree with you. We should fight him in court. But I want you to know. It will be difficult, but I will work hard to get you out. But if we lose. You may get life or be sentenced to death. Are you ready to accept that challenge? Curtis asked him.
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      Derrick received a call from Harrison while he was on vacation soaking in the sun. Derrick could sense it wasn’t a pleasant call.

      “Mr. Harrison. How’s it going, sir? Derrick asked.

      “You’re turning the case into a daytime drama. I didn’t leave you in charge so you could be Hollywood and take my spotlight.”

      “With all due respect, sir. It was your idea and your approval to talk to the press.” Derrick said in his defense.

      “We never talked about the death penalty. It is still my county. This is your first case. I don’t want this to go over your head. Since you brought the media circus. You better win this. If you don’t, you will take your ass back to Texas!” Harrison yelled.

      “So, you believe he’s guilty too?” Derrick asked.

      “It doesn’t matter what I think. I just don’t want to be made a fool of. You are my sister's child, and I stuck my neck out for you. I can give two cents if you jump or fly. The moment you crash and burn. I don't want to be the fall guy."

      Derrick didn’t take too kindly of his uncle’s words. He felt he needed to prove himself in the heat of the moment.

      “I’m confident I will close the case soon. That Detective Wise guy always had a solid case record. You know that. If he said, this is the man. Then I believe him.” Derrick said confidently.

      “Don’t believe the folk tales you hear in Brunswick. It will only lead you to a dark road. What’s the deal you are going to offer this chump?” Harrison asked curiously.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      Damon was in his second month behind bars, and it felt like an eternity. The jail moved him to a lockdown cell because of their suicide watch policy. He became accustomed to the dried feces smell and the overflow of the broken toilet in his new isolated cell. A shirt was used as a cloth to cover his nose. He cried most nights until there were no more tears. Depression took over his mind. Hatred took over his heart. Revenge took over his soul.

      He got one hour a day to wash and exercise in the eyes of the deputies. He read law books in preparation for his trial. A way for him to educate himself during his time in court. He wanted to know the terminology that might be heard in his case. He couldn’t find the answers he was seeking. The more he read those books, the more he realized he needed a miracle to escape jail. He also realized Curtis was his best shot at any chance of freedom. Trust was hard for Damon, but he knew he had no choice.

      The jail made a special Thanksgiving meal for the inmates and their families—only two guests per inmate and approved for inmates of good behavior. Inmates with felony charges or crimes against children were automatically excluded from holiday activities.

      Curtis was granted a special waiver for Damon to participate. Sheriff Buford thought it was a good idea for political publicity. Damon had no disciplinary issues during his time in custody. He thought it would be bad press if they denied Curtis’s request.

      Curtis took a play from Derrick’s playbook with the threat of media attention. The small cash donation given to the mayor's campaign also worked. Curtis didn’t tell his wife; he cashed out his 401k to help cover some of his extra preparation for the trial. She would accuse him of having too much faith in one case again.

      Curtis thought it was the perfect time for him to talk strategy. Damon didn’t like the plan of Curtis interrupting his time with Olivia, but he wanted to see her support in his difficult time. Damon appreciated Curtis for going far and beyond so that he could get a good meal. He felt like a human again.

      The jail had arranged for a local church choir to provide harmony while guests got acquainted, and the music continued throughout the night.

      Damon was already seated at his assigned table with his Thanksgiving meal. He forgot to say grace before he took a bite of his turkey. He took a sigh of relief when the gravy reached his soul. It had that southern jazz he loved. Then he bowed his head for prayer.

      Olivia walked up behind Damon and startled him when she called out.

      “Damon!” She said softly but thrilled. Her smile highlighted how beautiful she was. She placed her tray next to his.

      Damon jumped when he heard her sweet voice. His heart fell in his lap. The high pitch of her voice gave Damon goosebumps when hearing his wife.

      “Olivia. Hi. Wow. You look beautiful.” Damon couldn’t resist but break the rules, even if it meant that one time. He grabbed her and hugged her. She hugged him back. He felt his anxiety about being an inmate slowly decreasing. Her touch filled his heart with joy. Numbing every nerve in his body. It felt great for those quick three seconds holding her before the guard called out. 

      “Faulkner!” Reminding Damon of the rules they were told before the Thanksgiving festivities.

      Damon waived to the guard in acknowledgment.

      “Sorry, they are tight about the rules. Have a seat.” Damon told her.

      “You look beautiful. I miss you.” Damon couldn’t resist complimenting his wife. He looked into her eyes like it was their first date. Her smile reminded him why he fell in love with her. Her comforting soul always eased his heart.

      “I miss you too. We will get through this. Have faith and trust that Curtis knows what he’s doing. He got us here. So that’s a start.” Olivia told Damon, which was something he didn’t want to hear. Before Damon responded. Curtis joined the table with his plate of food.

      “Hey! Happy Thanksgiving, you guys!”

      Olivia smiled in acknowledgment, and Damon nodded his head. He finished his turkey and went to the mashed potatoes. The table knew Damon was a little off easy.

      “Umm. These are good.” Damon said under his breath. Breaking the silence at the table. He wasn’t ready to meet Curtis so soon. He was hoping for a little alone time with Olivia. He was hurt because those three seconds weren’t long enough.

      “Well, I will get straight to the point,” Curtis said as he pushed his food tray toward Damon.

      “You can have mine when you’re done. My wife and I are having a get-together later.” Curtis told Damon. He felt guilty, considering Damon’s circumstances.

      “Oh, how is Lauren?” Olivia asked.

      Curtis smiled.

      “She’s doing real good. Thanks for asking. She’s teaching third grade now. Our parents are coming down so we can tell them the news.” Curtis chirped.

      “News?” Olivia whispered like she was in the third grade.

      “We're expecting our first child.”

      “Oh, congratulations,” Olivia said as she folded her hands in prayer.

      “I’m so happy for you guys!” Olivia said as she stood up and hugged Curtis.

      “Congrats, man. That’s good stuff.” Damon finally acknowledged Curtis with a fist bump.

      Curtis took a seat in front of Damon.

      “This is why I’m here. Derrick made this case public. It’s all over the local news. There are a lot of eyes in this case. I can’t let you down. I have to win this case for my career. A unique case like yours is a career changer. I have a baby on the way. I can’t fail. I can’t fail you, Damon. Trust me.” Curtis had a hard time speaking those words from his heart. He realized what he was now fighting for. The fire in Curtis was felt across the table.

      Damon felt his pulse racing from the side of his neck as he tried to hold his composure. He was moved but not optimistic.

      “How are you confident you can get me out of here?” Damon asked, keeping his head in his meal.

      “I have faith in my steps with the Lord?”

      Damon dropped his fork. He was frustrated with Curtis.

      “I don’t want to sit through this meal to hear you preach when I’m still stuck here,” Damon said sternly.

      “Damon!” Olivia snapped at him.

      “It’s OK,” Curtis said, putting his hands up in defensive mode.

      “What makes you think there is a God when people like me always end up in hell like this?” Damon said.

      Curtis felt Damon’s emotional plea. The choir finished another song, and Jesus hanging on the cross above them caught his attention. Curtis saw the eyes of Jesus staring back at him. He knew it was time to share his story.

      “Hold on. I’ll be right back.” Curtis told Damon as he approached the podium. A deputy stopped him halfway.

      “Where are you going, sir?” He asked him. The jail turned its attention to the two men in the middle.

      “I was wondering if I could say some words of encouragement to the people here while we celebrate Thanksgiving?” Curtis asked.

      The deputy looked over to his supervisor. He nodded his head for permission. The deputy stepped aside, and Curtis approached the microphone.

      Damon looked on as his lawyer got the attention of the jail hall.

      Curtis didn’t have to speak. He already had the ears as the audience turned their attention to him.

      “Hi. I’m Curtis Key—a public defender for the state of Georgia. Most of you may have seen me recently in The Brunswick News. I became a lawyer to help people to get a second chance. Just like Jesus did for me.” Curtis pointed to Jesus on the cross. A cool breeze circled the room. The atmosphere went down a few degrees.

      Curtis now had their full undivided attention. He closed his eyes to find his first few words.

      “I was on the path to be wearing those same-colored jumpsuits. In college, I was short on money. I didn’t come from a wealthy home. I wanted to study nuclear engineering. Unfortunately, I was on the wrong side of life. It took me driving down this long dark road. Where you’re tunnel vision and blinded by the lights of others, guiding their way as they pass you by. It took one high beam to knock me off course, and the impact made me the man standing before you today.” Curtis felt tears falling from his face as he described his near-death experience.

      The same deputy that tried to stop him gave him a box of tissues.

      “Thank you,” Curtis said as he wiped his face.

      Damon drew closer as he felt compelled to hear Curtis’s story. Olivia grabbed Damon’s hand. The same guard that called him out earlier saw him. He smiled and pleasantly ignored the touching and refocused his attention on Curtis.

      Curtis stood tall and confidently at the microphone. Jesus on the cross looking down on him. He closed his eyes as he recounted his testimony.

      “I had a bunch of dope in my car one cold, beautiful night in Georgia. The only light visible is yours and the high beams coming at you. If something is crossing the road, it better run.” He smiled a little.

      The audience chuckled.

      “I was about to light a joint, and something told me to look up. A deer was on the opposite side of the road, and the car swerved to miss it and hit me head-on.” Curtis paused as the crowd reacted to the devastation.

      Damon leaned closer as he learned more about his lawyer and perhaps a new friend.

      Curtis wiped the new tears that came down his face.

      “When the car hit me. My car rolled down the mountainside, and all I could say was,” Curtis paused as he cried. Some of the audience members also got teary-eyed.

      “All I could say was God. Please help me. Suddenly, my car stopped. I left the crash unharmed. Months later, I fell into depression. One night, I was about to take my life. I had enough of the burden. After all, I was mad at God because I was in pain. I felt God spared my life so I could suffer more. Before, I put the gun to my head. I asked God. If you are there, show me you care. Show me you are still with me because I’m about to see you right now.” Curtis had to wipe his face again. This time, a box of tissues was being passed around in the audience.

      Damon’s heart felt warm as he saw how emotional Curtis was in his testimony.

      “I put the bullet in the gun and pulled it up, but my dog, Maple, knocked over my table in the basement and dropped my phone in the cup of confidence juice I was drinking. I cursed her hard. I was mad for no reason. She ran when I tried to hit her. The gun jammed as I tried to shoot it. It was an old junky revolver from my grandfather.” Curtis paused as he cried.

      Damon and Olivia became more captivated by Curtis’s testimony. Curtis made eye contact with his audience. He took a deep breath. Tears were running down his cheek.

      “I picked up my phone. I wiped the beer off my phone, and it opened it to the bible app. It opened with the verse of Romans 10:13,

      
        
        
        “For all those that call on the name of the Lord will be saved.”

      

      

      

      The audience reacted as Curtis paused. He broke down. The audience also became emotional.

      “I knew in my heart God was telling me, ‘I saved you and gave you a second chance. Do you hear me now?’ I fell to my knees, cried like a baby, told HIM I was sorry for everything I did, and thanked HIM for giving me a second chance. Ever since then, I have walked by faith and not by sight. And today. My faith brought me here to tell you. If God could change my life and give me a second chance. He can also change your path if you give him a chance, whether a man is guilty or innocent. God is the one to judge. I’m just here at the crossroad to help people along their way. Thank you.” Curtis said as he left the podium.

      The audience stood to their feet and gave him a round of applause. The deputy that tried to stop him earlier gave him a fist bump when he walked by. The deputy was fighting his tears.

      Damon greeted Curtis when he returned to the table. “That was inspirational, man,” Damon said as they shook hands.

      “That was brave of you, Curtis. Thanks for sharing.” Olivia told him.

      Curtis sat down, still a little emotional.

      “Thank you,” Curtis said.

      “Where do we go from here? What’s your plan? Do we know what they’re offering in the plea deal?” Olivia asked Curtis.

      Damon rolled his eyes. Disgusted, she would ask.

      “So, you think I’m guilty?” He asked her.

      “No baby, but maybe they'll give you time for breaking into the house and not for the murder,” Olivia said to reassure Damon of her commitment to him.

      “Deal. I didn’t kill that woman. It makes little sense. I don’t understand what it has to do with me.” Damon said, a little flustered.

      “Meaning you can do fifteen years instead of the death penalty. He will likely ask for life, but we will have our chance to counter. Look. I’m not telling you or advising you what to do. I want to give you the facts if we lose. But I intend to fight for you all the way, but I’m limited by the resources I have in front of me.”Curtis said.

      A long pause circled the table. Damon placed his second tray on top of the first one.

      “I assume you mean money?” Olivia asked.

      “I’m afraid so. I want to assemble a team to examine this case from all angles. I’ve cashed out my retirement, but I’m short.” Curtis told them.

      “Oh no, Curtis. You didn’t. Does Lauren know?” Olivia asked.

      Curtis shook his in guilt. He rubbed his hands on his thighs to calm his anxiety.

      “I thought this was free?” Damon asked Olivia.

      “Baby, you must be patient,” Olivia told him.

      “What is the money for?” Olivia asked.

      “I get paid a salary from the county, but things like hiring a private investigator and your best chances of winning will add up to more than what I can pay for on my own,” Curtis said. He was lost for words.

      Damon knew this conversation was coming. He learned something from those law books. He was hoping not to have this conversation so soon. Money was something Damon didn’t have, and Olivia knew that. She gave him that sad look he hated.

      “I have five hundred saved in my sock drawer. That should be enough to start us.” Damon said.
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      Derrick returned from his mini-Texas vacation motivated and rejuvenated to prepare to win his case. He was tired of being the brunt of all the jokes at the family dinners. The Thanksgiving holiday was no different. The youngest of four children in a luxuriant household. He always felt he had to work twice as hard to get his father’s approval. Something he was still searching for. It didn’t help that his mother had to ask his uncle for the job he has now. The job he didn’t deserve after he finished college. He barely became an attorney. No one knew he cheated on the bar exam. It was the pressure from his father that made him overlook his wrongdoings. 

      His mother was a Nurse Anesthetist, and his father was a heart surgeon. Derrick studied twice as hard as his siblings, but it was never enough for his father.

      Derrick’s premature birth was why he couldn’t size up to any of his siblings. That’s what he thought after he read Charlotte’s Web in middle school. He wasn’t athletic like his older brother Reece, the 18th pick in the first round of the NFL. Nowhere as smooth as his second oldest brother Theo, a blockbuster movie star and considered one of the hottest men in Hollywood. Derrick couldn’t measure up to his gorgeous older sister Destiny, a best-selling author and philanthropist. This case was his start to make a mark on his father’s heart, even if it came from a recommendation from his uncle—district attorney Harrison Gates.

      Derrick was hoping this case would make his parents proud. He wanted to be recognized as a man and not as a baby anymore.

      Before the sun rose, he drove the long boring road from Houston, Texas, to Glynn County, Georgia, his mind focused on putting Damon away for murder. He was on his third energy drink as he passed the ‘Welcome to Glynn County’ sign. Coincidently, the midnight train to Georgia was playing on the radio. He thought that was funny and probably a sign. He pulled over at the first Waffle house he saw. He studied the police reports on his tablet as he savored each breathtaking waffle. His adrenaline rose as he finished his third cup of coffee. Derrick wanted to get this case right. He would be a failure if he let this murderer go free. In his father’s eyes, he saw the disappointment he brought to the family for being a loser. Derrick held back his tears as he scrolled through his tablet. He still didn’t have all the facts. But he knew these detectives wouldn’t let him down.

      It was early evening when Derrick pulled into the Municipal building parking lot. Turkey Vultures circled the air around a deer carcass a few feet away from the parking lot. He grabbed his tablet, stuck a piece of gum in his mouth, and checked his watch before he jolted to the door.

      Detective Wise was sitting at his desk when Derrick walked in. Derrick took off his shades and stuffed them in his shirt pocket. He held his tablet as he looked around the office until Linda greeted him. She jumped to the front when she saw an unfamiliar face.

      “Hi, how can I help you?”

      “I’m ADA Washington. Is Detective Benjamin around?” Derrick asked her.

      “Oh, Hi. I’m Linda?” She extended her hand for a greeting.

      “Nice to meet you,” Derrick said.

      “Follow me,” Linda instructed.

      Detective Benjamin had his feet on his desk and played candy crush on his cell phone. His posture changed when he saw a smooth young man in a suit following Linda.

      “Oh, Snap!” Detective Benjamin said as he pretended to type on his computer.

      Detective Wise peeked out of his office as they casually walked by. He stood up to see where they were going. He had to see what the buzz was about.

      “Detective Benjamin. Mr. Washington is here for.” Linda introduced Derrick. Detective Wise was still looking on.

      “Hey, thanks.” Detective Benjamin waived her off.

      Detective Wise stopped Linda on her way back.

      “Hey. Who was that?” He asked her.

      “That’s Derrick Washington.” She replied in admiration of his charming style. She checked him out one more time before she returned to her desk.

      “Welcome,” Detective Benjamin said as they shook hands.

      “Thank you. I just came from Texas. I wanted to see if I could close this case before we get to trial.” Derrick said as he took a seat next to Detective Benjamin.

      “Texas man. I’ve been there a few times. A long way from home. What brings you to Georgia?” Detective Benjamin asked.

      “I took the first train out of Texas when I graduated. I was the lone star in my family in the lone star state.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Derrick paused for a second. He didn’t want another person to know he had a famous family and was another rich kid who got everything he wanted.

      “Everyone in my family has something I can’t live up to unless I make my own journey. I believe it starts with this case, and I’m here to give it everything I have to put this guy away.” Derrick said as he opened his tablet to the case file.

      “This case is bizarre. This one doesn’t make sense. I can’t get my head around this,” Detective Benjamin told Derrick.

      “I didn’t write the book on murder, but I know there is always a reason behind the mask of a murderer. I read your email. I like your theory. I want to hear your thoughts. It sounds better hearing it than reading it on my tablet or phone. I like to visualize the scene with the crime photos and your theory. Why do you think he killed her? Derrick asked as he pulled up the crime photos from his tablet.

      “He has a drug problem. I bet he tried to rip her off and didn’t know she was home. He had to be eyeing the house for weeks on his route. That day he had a delivery, which gave him the perfect opportunity to break in. So, I think it was a robbery to support his drug habit.” Detective Benjamin said.

      Derrick rubbed his chin as he pondered the theory.

      “I like that angle. So I may use that when I sit with them this week."

      “Oh, you’ll be staying for a couple of days. Where are you staying at?” Detective Benjamin asked.

      “District Attorney Gates was kind enough to let me use his house on Simons Island. Going to try that famous shrimp pasta that everyone said I must try. Maybe check that casino boat out there.” Derrick said.

      “I have to say that’s a good choice. The pasta, I mean. Those gambling days are over for me,” Detective Benjamin said as he tried to hold back his grin.

      Detective Benjamin saw his partner trying to eavesdrop on his conversation with Derrick.

      “Have you met Detective Wise?” Detective Benjamin asked as he stood up. He motioned Derrick to follow him to Detective Wise’s office.

      “Hey, Wise.” Detective Benjamin called out when he reached his partner’s office.

      Detective Wise met them at the door.

      “Hey, Wise. This is Derrick. Derrick. Detective Wise.” Detective Benjamin made the brief introduction.

      “You are the famous Detective Wise. It’s an honor to meet you, sir. I heard your dedication to law enforcement is impeccable.” Derrick said firmly, shaking his hand.

      “I’m just doing what’s best for Glynn County.” Detective Wise said, slowly stroking his ego.

      “It will be sad to see you go. Detective Benjamin broke the case open for me with that find and good theory.” Derrick said as he shook Detective Benjamin’s hand to praise him.

      “I’m sure you are leaving them in good hands,” Derrick told Detective Wise as he acknowledged Detective Benjamin again next to him.

      “He will be missed. I have learned a lot from him,” Detective Benjamin said.

      “So, what brings you down to see us?” Detective Wise asked. He was frustrated that his partner was trying to outshine him in his case.

      “I’m sorry, fellas. I don’t mean to waste your time. I know you’re both busy.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about it. You are always welcome.” Detective Wise said so smoothly that he even convinced himself.

      “Thanks, man. I appreciate that.” Derrick said as he tapped him on the shoulder.

      “Sorry, I’m late. I should have met with you last month before the holiday. I’m here now, ready to make progress before returning to Atlanta. I can close this case before your retirement party.” Derrick said as he fist-pumped Detective Wise.

      “Detective Benjamin found those mixed pills that weren’t prescribed to him, so his theory suggested our suspect was knocking the house off to pay for his drug habit and killed her because he didn’t know she was home. She spooked him and confronted him, and he killed her. He is bigger than her. If I approach them this week with this theory and that evidence, it could give us the win. I will probably offer him twenty years for murder and drop the robbery. It will be easy to back it up with the evidence he left at the scene. I think it’s perfect.” Derrick said as he looked at Detective Benjamin proudly.

      “You mean the bottle of Ambien and painkillers?” Detective Wise asked.

      Derrick looked shocked. He stepped back.

      “You said what? I must have missed that email. So you guys have the report already?” Derrick asked.

      “I know, and I have your theory," Detective Wise said.

      Derrick was shrewd enough to guess the motive behind his gesture. He gave him the floor.

      “Please tell Detective Wise,” Derrick said.

      “The pills in that bottle were OxyContin and Ambien. I think our friend was high as a kite and that he was sleepwalking the whole time,” Detective Wise said.

      Derrick shook his head.

      “I don’t buy that. It sounds like a tough sell. There is not enough evidence to support that fairy tale.”

      “Unless you get Dr. Hartman to back it up. This type of drama is his thing. It has happened before, so this is nothing new. Plus, a nut job like him deserves to be on Jekyll Island.”

      “What do you mean about Dr. Hartman?” Derrick asked curiously.

      “That old crazy nut Dr. Hartman is also a board-certified Psychiatrist on the weekends at Clearwater Mental Institution,” Detective Wise said.

      “Yeah, he said the dead don’t pay, but the crazy will,” Detective Benjamin interrupted.

      Detective Wise gave him a stern look before he turned back to Derrick.

      “What do you think? It wouldn’t hurt to ask. He doesn’t remember killing her, but his D.N.A. is all over the place with all the witnesses we have. He must have blacked out or was sleepwalking. Wouldn’t that catch the press's eye? Look how famous you’ll be in the media.” Detective Wised played music to Derrick’s ears. Knowing he was setting the stage for his plot.

      All Derrick heard was ‘catch the press's eye’ when he thought about Detective Wise's theory for a moment.

      “I will take you up on your offer and see what Dr. Hartman says since this is his expertise too. It will be smart.” Derrick paused and smiled.

      “It will be Wise of me.” Derrick paused again to catch the attention of Detective Wise.

      “To consult with an expert in this matter,” Derrick said as he shook Detective Wise’s hand.

      Detective Wise made eye contact with his partner and saw the envy in his eyes. Detective Wise was pleased that he had the bigger pants in this situation.

      “We appreciate you stopping by, but you didn’t have to come all this way for that. You can call us any time. I mean, not me anymore. I’m riding out in the sunset. You put him away, and I would love to have you at my party celebrating my one-hundredth case closed and retirement.” Detective Wise said.

      “Wow, one hundred. That’s a mighty defeat, and I’m sure Glynn County is a much safer place because of you. I see why you are the best, and I like how you think, sir,” Derrick said. He tapped him on the shoulder again.

      Detective Benjamin felt like the odd man out when his partner and Derrick briefly connected. Again, he was in second place to Detective Wise, but he had the upper hand before he lost the drugs in his office. Feeling left out of the circle, Detective Benjamin decided it was time to break up the bromance.

      “In fact, how about Linda walk you down to see Dr. Hartman now, since you are here? Maybe you can pitch both theories to him now,” Detective Benjamin said.

      “Man. You guys are awesome. I see why Harrison likes it out here so much.” Derrick said as he shook each man’s hand with a bro hug.

      “Hey, send me an invitation to your retirement party. I’m thinking of inviting that pretty Sharon Wynn. This may catch the press’s eye if you know what I’m saying. She has already got mine.” Derrick whispered to Detective Wise.

      “Already done.” Detective Wise said as pleasantly as he could. Knowing he had to keep an eye on his love interest.

      “Hey, Linda!” Detective Benjamin called out from the hallway.

      “I can hear you. You don’t have to shout!” Linda yelled back.

      “Well, I couldn’t see you.” He said in defense.

      “Yeah, yeah, what do you want?” Linda asked him.

      “Can you take Mr. Washington downstairs to see Dr. Hartman?”

      “Fine! Follow me, Mr. Washington.”

      “Yes, Ma’am!” Derrick smiled at her and took a bow jokingly.

      Derrick turned to the detectives and shook their hands again.

      “Thank you, guys. You guys are awesome.” Derrick said before he followed Linda to the exit.

      “I’ll be back. You better behave, boys,” Linda said.

      The detectives saw them leave the double doors of the office. Detective Benjamin turned to his partner and opened his mouth.

      “Let me.”

      Detective Wise grabbed him by the throat and slammed him against the wall.

      “You think I didn’t know what you and Lea were up to?”

      Detective Wise released his grip. He fixed his partner’s shirt and grabbed his confidence juice from his drawer. He poured him a shot glass. He sat at his desk and looked his partner dead in his eyes. He gulped the shot glass and threw the glass at Detective Benjamin. It broke above his head. He got in his partner's face, and Detective Benjamin could smell the cheap whiskey on his breath. Detective Benjamin turned his head for fresh air.

      “I didn’t make it this far by being careless! You messed up, and I saved your backward self. I always get the last laugh.”

      Detective Wise backed away from his partner and sipped his flask. He sat on top of his desk. This time he couldn’t look his partner in the eyes. He took another sip before he closed his flask.

      “They think I’m the bad cop. This goes to show you. I do play by the book.” Detective Wise pushed his partner out the door and slammed it shut.
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      Derrick waited for Dr. Hartman in his office. He admired Dr. Hartman’s degrees and achievements over the years. He had pictures of the mayor and a photo with his uncle. Derrick picked up a picture of Dr. Hartman holding a freshly killed deer.

      “You should see her hanging on the wall in my house. My wife hated me for bringing that home.” Dr. Hartman said as he watched Derrick admiring his picture.

      Derrick put it down after he was startled.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be so rude.” Derrick said. Feeling a little embarrassed, he got caught snooping around the office.

      “Oh, don’t be. Hunting on the island brings joy to my soul. It’s how we keep the peace and stay away from our wives. You should come out with me and try it sometime.” Dr. Hartman chuckled as he spoke. He gave Derrick a coffee.

      “I bet you could use this.”

      “Oh, thank you, sir,” Derrick said graciously as he took the cup.

      “Hunting isn’t my thing.”

      Dr. Hartman shrugged his shoulders.

      “Have a seat.” Dr. Hartman instructed as he chuckled.

      “Thank you, sir.” Derrick politely said.

      “What brings you to Glynn County?” Dr. Hartman asked as he sat down and tried to catch his breath. He gasped for air a few times like he needed oxygen. He was on the heavy side at his close retirement age. The grease from his chicken sandwich was still on his mustache. Derrick smiled slightly at the comic view, but Dr. Hartman saw it as a shy gesture.

      “I’m trying to draw the crime scene for the jury. I want to tell them why and how he killed her if he doesn’t take a plea deal.” Derrick said as he took a sip of his coffee.

      “What makes you think they won’t take the plea deal?” Dr. Hartman asked.

      “Every guilty man believes he has a puncher's chance. And if he’s innocent, why would he take a deal? Either way, I’m just trying to engage them. Get a feel for the man I plan on taking down.”

      “That’s how Harrison plays it. I think all of you lawyer folks think the same way. I sat in on one of his cases. A superb storyteller that guy is. Either way, you play this, the evidence is stacked in your favor. It should be hard for Curtis to beat you in this one. If they're smart. They should take whatever mercy you guys give them.”

      “You think he’s guilty too?” Derrick asked.

      Dr. Hartman smiled when he placed his mug away from his lips.

      “My opinion or judgment doesn’t matter. Besides. Do you have anyone else?” Dr. Hartman asked.

      Derrick liked his point. It wasn’t his job to find the suspect. It was his job to put away the suspect.

      “I’ve talked to your friend’s upstairs. Detective Wise has a fascinating theory. He has a theory that the guy may have been sleepwalking because of his medication, but Detective Benjamin has the theory he tried to rob her to fix his drug habit. We found those pills at his home. What are your thoughts about that?” Derrick asked him.

      Dr. Hartman pulled out a bottle of The Dalmore and poured it into his coffee.

      “Wow, the good stuff.” Derrick chuckled as he watched the old man spike his drink.

      “You want some?” Dr. Hartman asked.

      Derrick laughed as he thought about it, but he drove the long road from Texas and was beaten.

      “Oh, what the heck,” he said as he lifted his glass towards the crazy doctor.

      “Let me shoot the breeze with you, young man.” Dr. Hartman paused as he took his first sip. Derrick followed. They both began to feel confident. 

      “It doesn’t matter what I think. My job is to provide facts based on evidence. It’s your job to provide the story.”

      “I understand that. The officers and the detectives have done a wonderful job finding a suspect and detailing the crime scene, but the interview didn’t have a confession. They let him go; he could have destroyed any evidence we missed in the search warrant. I can’t mess this up,” Derrick said as he took another sip. The confident juice allowed him to drop his guard and express his feelings. He took a second to gather more thoughts; then, he took another drink. He thought about his family back home and how they would be disappointed in him if he blew this case.

      Dr. Hartman felt sorry for the young man.

      “Look, kid. I’ll throw you a bone here. I know your uncle, and it won’t be long until others discover it. Your uncle and I had a few run-ins in the past, but watching you fail and giving these folks out here in Glynn County a bad name. I can’t sit back and let some loser punk walk free.” Dr. Hartman took out his Dalmore again and refilled his glass. Derrick lifted his glasses.

      “What should I do?” Derrick asked.

      “Hold up now, boy. Let me finish. Let me get a little comfortable. Close my  flipping door, by the way.” Dr. Hartman said as he lit a cigar.

      Derrick got up and closed the door. He walked to the window in Dr. Hartman’s office. He watched Detective Wise get in his car and drive off.

      “If you want to get ahead of your uncle,” Dr. Hartman said, inhaling his cigar smoke. Derrick turned around to hear what he had to say.

      “You must create your legacy.”

      “You know, that sounds real Hollywood,” Derrick said.

      “Whatever you say, it’s a fact. That’s what you have to think. Make this case bigger than that orange juice guy.” Dr. Hartman said.

      “Ojay,” Derrick said. He gave him an impossible look at the idea that this story could get national attention.

      “OK, so you may not be a movie, but you already have a connection with that girl reporter. I know you want to get a little closer.” Dr. Hartman said as he smiled at Derrick.

      “I’m listening,” Derrick said as he licked his lips as he was ready for dinner.

      They both took a long sip from their cups till the last drop burned their throats. Confidence soaked their thoughts.

      “You have many options at your disposal. You have all the evidence. Only you can tell the story in the victim's words. Speak for Susan since the coward won’t confess.” Dr. Hartman said.

      “I still don’t get where you’re coming from," Derrick said, a little confused.

      “Paint the scene in Susan’s eyes after you sleep with that reporter of yours. What will she say in her next headlines the day after?” He asked him.

      “The Sleep-Walking Killer,” Derrick said behind a slight grin and a drink of confidence.
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      Damon spent most of his time behind the humid walls that smelled like a public restroom. Dried feces of past inmates stained the wall. The single-man solitary cell only had a metal bed frame that became a frozen sled at night. A sink that kept leaking and a toilet with no water. He wasn’t provided with a pillow or a blanket because suicide protocols didn’t allow for such items as they could use to take a life away. The camera above the door monitored him, and a deputy would walk by every hour for a routine check. He spent most of his twenty-two hours reading or exercising. The Bible Curtis gave him never left the table he first put it on.

      He used hash marks from toothpaste to count the days he wilted away in his cell. Damon looked for hope outside his small jail window. There was nothing to see beyond the horizon. He gazed at the ducks and birds that flew each day—the stars and planets shining at night. Maybe a plane or two would catch his eye, as his mind would drift to the what-ifs in his life. His choices made him dream of the world beyond the cemented walls that got smaller the longer he stared at them.

      Damon felt guilty for the struggles he had placed on Olivia. Their mortgage was falling behind. He cashed out his 401k to catch up on the bills until Olivia could find a job.

      Olivia couldn’t find a job locally when she was viewed as the wife of a murderer. People would drive by their home yelling profanities. Mostly the neighbors wanted to be nosey. She didn’t feel safe anymore in her home, but she didn’t want to worry Damon. She knew he had enough on his mind. His struggle behind bars was hard enough for him.

      Damon would hear her hold back tears when they talked on the phone. She was struggling without him. He was crumbling without her, and watching her struggle when he was helpless, emotionally burned his heart.

      Damon couldn’t taste most of the flavorless food that slipped through his door slot. So most of it went to Chuckie, the mouse he named that always came out when he placed food next to his hole in the wall. Damon broke a piece of bread and gave it to his friend.

      “Do you know a way-out, friend?” He asked the mouse as he took the bread from Damon’s hand. They formed a bond. He was now talking to the mouse more than Olivia. He knew that she was doing all she could to help him. Damon felt he had failed in his marriage and his life. Curtis trusted God, but Damon didn’t feel the same way. The Bible sitting on the table angered him. He felt God was punishing him for all the times he sinned over the lust of another woman besides Olivia. Even if Curtis got him out, Damon knew making Olivia trust him again would be hard. He didn’t want to feel alone all the time. He cried because he knew he was innocent; the actual killer was still out there.

      Olivia had finally found employment, but it meant seeing and talking to Damon less. She worked a seasonal job as a cashier for one department store and waited tables part-time at the waffle house five days a week. She was making decent money off her tips. Damon would often call and check on her while driving between jobs if the phones were available in his two-hour window. He hated she always sounded tired, even though she thought she was good at hiding it. Working her two jobs was enough to keep things steady, but she didn’t know her long. She hadn't seen him since Thanksgiving because she was too busy working both jobs. Trying to make her doctor’s appointments and support her husband’s needs in jail greatly impacted her mental health. The pain on her face was evident when she saw him on her first day off.

      “It’s nice to see you,” Damon said after he picked up the phone. He touched the glass that separated them. She mirrored his actions but dropped a tear.

      “What’s wrong?” He asked her.

      “Pastor Marcus and his wife Charlotte are running a fundraiser for us to help Curtis and your case. I know you didn’t want people in our business.” Olivia said.

      “Then why are people helping us?” Damon asked.

      “It’s the holidays, and I work as a cashier, and Charlotte saw me. They asked me how I was doing, and they saw our house on the news when you were taken away. They haven’t seen me in church and have been praying for us. They wanted to help.” Olivia spoke softly on the phone. Damon could tell she was nervous and exhausted.

      “Who are these people again?” Damon asked.

      “Pastor Marcus and Charlotte Rogers from All Hope Ministries,” Olivia said.

      Damon was confused about why random strangers would want to help him out.

      “Why do they want to help me, and what about the money I told you to get in my sock drawer?” Damon asked.

      More tears fell down Olivia’s face. Damon watched his wife emotionally break down as she tried to be strong and supportive.

      “I’m sorry, baby, but I think they know.” She whimpered.
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      The last visit with Olivia didn’t go as planned for Damon. A happy to see his love visit became a moment of disaster when Damon discovered his pills and money were missing. He didn’t want to tell Curtis he suffered from migraines and insomnia. He figured if Curtis didn’t ask. Then the police didn’t know, and he must have forgotten where he had placed them.

      Damon felt the weight getting heavier on his shoulders. His cell was getting colder as the nights got longer. It was hard to sleep on cold metal that chilled his skin and veins. The floor was warmer, and Damon had to sleep curled up in a ball most nights in a corner. His shirt stretched over his knees, and his face was tucked inside his shirt. The camera couldn’t see his tears from there. It was hard for him to remain strong when everything seemed like it was crashing down on him. Damon knew showing weakness in jail made him a target. Crying was the only relief Damon had to calm his anxiety. His frustration with life.

      The jail refused blankets as the guards laughed and intimidated him. Damon was giving up hope. Damon couldn’t believe he had lost everything by going into that house to save Susan. He was the good guy that ended up in a dangerous situation. He told himself those thoughts as he waited to hear from Curtis.

      Curtis was trying to help him improve housing arrangements or at least make a complaint on his behalf about his current living conditions. It wasn’t moving fast enough for Damon as he woke up to frost on the window. He rubbed his hand to remove the condensation.

      The free side is what the other inmates in the jail called it. Even the air inside the jail walls smelled and felt different. Damon hated his life and thought suicide wouldn’t be a bad idea, but he didn’t have what it took to take his own life. He saw Susan’s face when he closed his eyes. The reason he was suffering from lack of sleep. He would take afternoon naps when the temperature on the metal bed was warm but not burning hot. He was falling deep into his afternoon nap on the warm frame when the 4 pm door buzzed and opened.

      Damon jumped as his heart palpated from his door slowly opening.  Feeling a sense of guilt for everything that had occurred until that point.

      Damon was waiting for his name to be called by the command post. He had placed a commissary order, hoping to get decent snacks for him and Chuckie. A group of inmates grabbed his attention from the corner of his eye. They were gathered around the television, making awkward moaning and groaning noises. One inmate whistled, and another said what nasty things he would do to her. Then the men got quiet. Another one turned and looked at Damon. He tapped the elbow of the guy next to him and pointed at Damon. They both stepped aside when Damon approached to see what was on the television.

      “Faulkner!” The guard yelled out for his order.

      Damon didn’t hear his name being called. He was stuck in tunnel vision as he saw what the men were fantasizing about. He saw the television from a different perspective than his fellow inmates. Damon didn’t fantasize over how gorgeous and perfect Sharon Wynn was, as her cleavage was busting out of her top. She wasn’t on Damon’s mind.

      He was more captivated by the man she was speaking to.
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      Derrick nervously contacted Sharon after he left Dr. Hartman’s office. He pulled out his phone and texted her right away. They were both seeking a story. His was erotic with a sensual touch. Hers was a stepping stone to being a primetime television host like she had always dreamed of. Both were motivated to push the limits to see how far they could go. He took her up on her offer of reaching out if he was in town. That’s the angle he played to lure her out.

      They met at a bar and grill in Brunswick. He was on his second Long Island Iced Tea, texting with his Hollywood brother about his plans when she arrived. Her scent carried her throughout the bar. A smell of lavender and honey mist stalked her every move. Every man in the bar turned their head when she walked by. Even a few women noticed her stunning beauty. Some gave her a jealous eye.

      Derrick was fascinated by her gorgeous smile as she approached the table. A shiny sapphire diamond cross hung above her breast as Derrick surveyed her body. He quickly refocused on her eyes when she caught him admiring her figure. Her slender waist was glued to her faded jeans. She hugged him as he awkwardly tried to shake her hand.

      Derrick slid out of her chair and grabbed her hand to help her sit. His old-school charm took her by surprise.

      “What would you like to drink?” Derrick asked as he motioned for the waiter.

      “That looks good. What is that?” She asked him.

      “A long island. Try it.” He said as he gave her his glass. She tasted it and closed her eyes in satisfaction.

      “Oh, that’s good. I’ll take one of those.” She said, pointing at the glass when she returned it to him.

      “Make that two,” Derrick said as he showed two fingers to the waiter. The waiter bowed his head in acknowledgment.

      “Oh, and some grey goose,” Sharon said.

      “Oh, bring a bottle,” Derrick said as he smiled at Sharon to see if he got her attention. The waiter respectfully acknowledged the order as he saw a chance for a big tip coming his way. Derrick planned on using his father’s American Express card, given to each of his children for emergencies.

      They got reacquainted over drinks and nachos. She got to know the Texas boy from a small town with famous siblings and a good family home.

      He enjoyed hearing how the little girl from South Carolina always wanted to be like Katie Couric, but her dreams were stalling. She suffered from an eating disorder and was hospitalized when she started.

      “I wanted to be perfect.” She told him as she tried to hold back tears. He gave her a napkin. He was heartfelt by her courage to speak freely about it. How she almost died of dehydration. He felt it was right to share a piece of himself.

      “I hate feeling like I’m stuck between two worlds. I’m not good enough to please my father, and my mother still feels she needs to breastfeed me.” Derrick said as he let Sharon in a little closer to his life. He spoke freely after the liquid courage kicked in.

      They went back and forth, discussing their childhood over dinner and a few more drinks. They laughed as they shared memories as they forgot why they both were there—the two hours they shared at the table sparked a connection they didn’t see coming.

      The conversation was drying up. There was a moment when they both looked at each other, searching for the next word. He was amazed at how her eyes lit the dim room. She admired his lips as he unintentionally licked them. Derrick grabbed the tokens that came with the meal and his drink.

      “Care to shoot?” Derrick asked as he pointed to the ‘Pop a shot’ game.

      “Sure.” She said with a smile. She grabbed her drink and walked to the game. Derrick gave the waiter a tip as they watched Susan stroll past them. They both took a quick peek at her enhanced beauty from behind. Derrick ran after her like a child trying to catch his mother. He gently touched her hand. She jumped when she was startled by the sudden touch.

      “I’m sorry,” Derrick said when he overreached.

      “Oh, no. You scared me.” She said as she grabbed his hand while they walked to the game. They put their drinks down. Derrick put the cup of tokens between them as they both took a spot. She grabbed his hand before he put the tokens in the game. She turned to him and smiled.

      “How about? If I win, you share something about the case with me for a story.” She told him.

      Derrick smiled.

      “And if I win,” he asked.

      She playfully punched him on the shoulder.

      “Who said you were going to win?” 

      “Oh. It’s like that, or are you that good?” Derrick joked with her as he put tokens in both machines.

      “If you win, I’ll promise to see what your room looks like.” She said as she pressed start.
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      “3-2-1. Game over!” The machine sounded off with a buzzer. “WINNER!” Sharon's machine announced with flashing lights. Sharon celebrated her victory with a cheer, and her arms extended high.

      “In your face,” she expressed. She was trying to rub it in.

      “Not bad,” Derrick said as he checked out the score. He was defeated 35-30.

      “I see you got some game,” he said as he shot the remaining balls toward the basket.

      “I see why you went to law school.” She couldn’t hold back her laughter from her joke. She took a sip of her drink.

      “Oh, that’s cold,” Derrick said after his heart was broken by defeat.

      “Don’t be a wimp.” She said as she tapped him on the back. She was showing her playful side. The confidence juice in her system dropped her insecurities about being perfect and allowed her to have more fun.

      Derrick grabbed two tokens and placed them in her hand. He held them as she flirtatiously smiled at him.

      “Double or nothing.” He said as he pulled away and placed his tokens in his game.

      “Ok. But you better have something good, or I’ll cut you.” She said jokingly, holding a fake knife to his neck.

      “Oh no, hold up,” Derrick said as he laughed back. Holding his arms up playfully in self-defense. There was brief laughter and an exciting moment. They both didn’t expect the night to go as planned. When the atmosphere restored their youth, they forgot what their agenda was.

      She placed her tokens in and pressed start. She tied her hair back as the game loaded up. Sharon rubbed her hands together and got in a jump position. Derrick paced back and forth, stretching his arm muscles.

      “3-2-1, Go!” The game sounded off and let the flat basketballs drop in their baskets. An elderly couple with their grandchildren stopped and watched because they were excited about seeing the competition. Watching Derrick and Sharon reminded them of their long-gone youth.

      They started neck to neck until Derrick went down by four points.

      “Oh, shoot.” He said as he missed another shot. The baskets slowly moved back. Increasing each shot to three points.

      “Got ‘em!” Sharon’s scoreboard yelled as she nailed the first three-pointer. It grabbed Derrick’s attention, seeing he was down on the scoreboard. The kids in the back were cheering at every shot Sharon made. Now he needed a comeback after she made the second three-point shot.

      “Nailed it!” Her scoreboard yelled out again. The cheers behind them intensified.

      Derrick looked at the crowd behind them.

      “Looks like you made fans.”

      Sharon stayed focused on winning but smiled when she noticed the crowd.

      Derrick made his next three-point shot as he inched closer to Sharon's score. Sharon swiped his arms as he got into a grove after he made his fourth shot in a row.

      “He’s heating up!” Derrick’s scoreboard yelled.

      He took the lead by three points. Thirty seconds on the clock. A few more people gathered around the basketball game.

      “Don’t cheat,” Derrick said as he tried to shoot around her as if they were playing a real pickup game.

      “Score!” The game echoed when Sharon tied the game. The women in the crowd cheered. Derrick looked over at Sharon to check her shooting pose. More focused on her beautiful, toned abdomen that showed her belly button ring when she lifted her arms for each shot.

      The game started to countdown with ten seconds left on the clock. The crowd counted backward with the game. They both were missing shots, but Sharon was up by two points.

      “3-2.” The crowd was nearing the final buzzer when they both took their last shot.

      “1!” The crowd yelled, and the game sounded the buzzer.

      “YEAH!” The men in the crowd yelled when Derrick made the last shot at the buzzer—beating Sharon by one point.

      Derrick took a victory lap and gave the men who watched the game a high-five.

      “You got lucky.” Sharon cried out in laughter.

      “Hey. A win is a win. So I'll take it.” Derrick said.

      “You guys can play,” Derrick told the young kids. He put tokens in for them to play. They jumped on the game right away.

      “Thank you, young man.” Their grandmother said to him as they walked away. Their grandfather shook his hand and thanked him as well. They grabbed their drinks and walked outside.

      “That was so sweet. That was nice of you. I remember when I was that age,” Sharon said as she focused on the young children. She noticed his kind heart. She saw him as a different man. Her agenda was a forgotten thought when she found the real man. A kindhearted Texas man trying to find his way.

      They shared the same road on a destined journey of success. They both felt they were on their way.

      She was one big story away from prime-time television, like her dream role model Katie Couric. She had a signed copy of her favorite book, ‘Unexpected.’

      Derrick needed to win a big case to push his career. A vision of being on the supreme court or in a federal position. Damon was their ticket, and they both knew that. Thinking simultaneously, they could probably help each other.

      “You know. When you first asked to interview me, I didn’t know what to expect. This is my first time doing this.”

      “What having fun with a girl?” She asked him. She was trying to play with his mind.

      They moved to the smoking session of the bar and grill. It had a patio with small fire pits that provided warmth and comfort.

      Derrick laughed at her joke.

      “You like to crack jokes, I see. Busting my back and all.”

      “It’s the southern charm. The South has grown on me. I guess I’ve always had to be tough,” Sharon said.

      They both saw a deer cross the road. Derrick shook his head.

      “Just like the South,” he said as he turned to her. They locked eyes romantically. 

      “I mean a case this big by myself. I have been a part of murder cases to assist, but I asked my uncle to recommend me for this case even though he said I wasn’t ready. I begged him for this. I don’t want anyone to say I was wrong.” Derrick said as the liquid courage weakened his defenses.

      “Wait! Your uncle is District Attorney Gates. Wow. That’s why you got the case.”

      “It was only a matter of time before someone would figure it out,” Derrick said as he gazed at the full moon above.

      “So, that’s your story right there.” He sighed.

      “Well, your uncle will not win this case for you. You do that on your own. Curtis is a brilliant guy. If there are discrepancies, he will find them. He will win. You are smart and graduated from a good college. You passed the bar. You help win a few cases. Who cares if your family put you through the door? You still have to climb out. Have faith in yourself, and you should be fine. Besides, the evidence should speak for itself. It should be an easy win once we work together. Telling people who you are related to. Will not get me on CNN or Fox News. Just saying.” Sharon told him. She wasn’t sure if she felt sorry for him, but she understood the emotions he was going through. She placed a hand on his back. It was soothing for Derrick. Someone finally gave him confidence. He didn’t have to brown nose to get respect.

      “You know. I should confess.” He pulled her in a little closer as the wind picked up. A cool breeze circled the air, but the warm firepit they stood beside helped them forget they were underdressed for the winter.

      “I had a good time tonight. I didn’t expect you to be so.”

      “I know what you mean. I came here looking for or hoping to get a story. And I’m walking away feeling.” She couldn’t find the words she wanted to say. She placed her head on his shoulder when another chilly breeze circled the leaves in the distance.

      “No, I came here to hang with a pretty lady. I did that.” Derrick said, laughing. She punched him.

      “Haha. We have jokes now.” She said but admired his corny humor.

      They both couldn’t admit they were having a good time. The night went better than expected. Their conversation dried up, but they held each other by the warm fire. It could have been the liquid courage, or it could have been the emotions. Derrick thought it was the right time as he smoothly checked his watch.

      “How bout we meet halfway?” He asked her.

      “What do you mean?” She asked as she looked him in his eyes.

      “How bout we get drinks? You can see inside my uncle’s home on Simons Island, and I can give you the story you want?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      She took him on his offer.

      “Smooth move.” She thought to herself.

      Both were getting closer to their original agenda.

      Derrick took a bottle of liquid courage from his uncle’s bar.

      They casually shared the bottle. Derrick more than Sharon. They talked about their childhood. Sharon more than Derrick. They talked about future goals and family values. Sharon more than Derrick. He wasn’t ready to settle down when he considered himself still in his prime.

      They talked about politics and conspiracy theories. Derrick more than Sharon. The liquid courage was altering their intellectual thought process.

      Derrick brought up love and relationships, and Sharon engaged. He saw she was a little uneasy about the topic, so he switched it. Like a man, he brought up sports. They battled over Texas-based teams versus New York-based teams—a place she wanted to live one day but couldn’t afford it.

      The conversation intensified when they argued over the real king of pop. Sharon loved Prince and had every album. Derrick was a huge Michael Jackson fanatic. He shared a picture of himself at a Halloween party. He was dressed like Michael Jackson from Thriller. She laughed at him. He joked back and laughed. They were having fun like best friends.

      The liquid courage fogged their minds until everything was moving slower for them. It made Derrick aroused, but it made her vulnerable.

      The late evening date turned into the early morning. He leaned in for a kiss. She didn’t pull back. He touched her, but she didn’t touch him back. She stopped him. She pulled back.

      “Sorry. I need to use the bathroom.” She told him.

      “Oh yeah. It’s down the hall.” Derrick said as he pointed to the bathroom.

      Sharon grabbed her purse and walked to the bathroom, a little edgy. She placed her back against the bathroom door after she closed it. She closed her eyes, taking a couple of slow deep breaths. She put her purse on the sink and grabbed one of the fancy washcloths from the towel rack. She wiped her face with warm water and looked at herself in the mirror. When she looked at her mother's necklace, she became emotional. She rubbed it and felt the curves the cross formed.

      Sharon held on to the sink and focused on the stain drain.

      “I know I wanted help avoiding another DUI tonight. I didn’t mean to have feelings for a man I barely know. I said I wouldn’t cross boundaries to get a jump on my career. But I think I like this man. He’s cute. He’s educated. Comes from a good home. I’m not sure we're looking for the same thing tonight,” Sharon said.

      She closed her eyes. Her mind was deep in her thoughts. She touched her mother's necklace around her neck.

      “Whatever happens when I leave that door. Please give me the right answers—the right words. The right move, as I have faith you are watching over me,” Sharon said.

      Sharon turned off the lights and swung the door open, and posed like she saw old black-and-white films.

      She was shocked as her heart collapsed. She wasn’t sure if it was because of disappointment or a sign of something more.

      Defiantly, the drinking of more liquid courage had to play its part. Derrick was knocked out, snoring on the bed in a fetal position. She smiled when she saw how cute he was. She removed his shoes and covered him like his mother had done.

      Sharon took off her shoes and fell asleep next to him.
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        * * *

      

      When the sun hit his face, Derrick rolled out of bed, squeezing his eyebrows together. The hangover gave him a headache when he tried to adjust to the sudden brightness. Derrick couldn’t remember many details from last night. He saw Sharon was gone. The other side of the bed smelled like her. He touched it and felt the agony of missing out on something good. Thoughts raced through his mind. Hoping he didn’t act like a jerk and made a fool of himself.

      Derrick stood up and undressed. He took a big stretch as the bones cracked in parts of his body. The enormous yawn left tears in his eyes. He looked down at his groin.

      “I know. I’m disappointed too.”

      “Disappointed about what?” Sharon asked when she opened the door from the restroom. Her eyes immediately went to his lower half, but she turned away when he grabbed a pillow to cover his genitals.

      “Disappointed we may miss breakfast. I heard the shrimp and eggs are good out this way.” He said, startled that he was caught naked.  

      “How about I’ll meet you downstairs? I just got called in for a breaking story.” She said as she proceeded to the door. She was trying not to embarrass him again.

      She walked out the door and closed her eyes. She was embarrassed for catching Derrick naked.

      Sharon waited for him in the living room. She was admiring Harrison’s photos he had on the walls.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you stayed the night.” Derrick said when he found her. A little embarrassed that the cute girl from the date saw him naked.

      “Staying with you was safer and easier than getting another DUI. I kind of like those three letters.

      “I’m sure you have to hit the road. Let me walk you to your car.” Derrick said as they walked together.

      “If it makes you feel any better. I had a good time last night.” Sharon said as they finally reached her car. She let the key fob unlock the door. Derrick ran to her car door.

      “Let me get that for you.” He said as he opened it.

      “It was nice to unwind. I had fun last night. I owe you a story.” Derrick said.

      “Oh, no. Don’t worry about it.” Sharon interrupted.

      “No, I’m a man of my word. You saw the inside of my uncle’s home, and now I must live up to my side of the deal. I will give you the story of your dreams that will make you thank me later when you are on CNN.” Derrick told her as he romantically looked her in the eyes.

      Sharon sat in her driver’s seat. She didn’t want Derrick to see her knees buckle. She was overwhelmed by that.

      “I don’t know what to say,” Sharon said.

      “What is your schedule like for today?” Derrick asked.

      “After this story, I’m open all afternoon,” Sharon said as she started the car.

      “How about we meet somewhere at 4 pm? I’ll prepare to give you something mind-blowing. Bring Bob and tell the network you will be ready to go Live at the top of the hour. We are about to make history.” Derrick smiled at her. He walked her right into his scheme.

      “I'd like that,” Sharon said as Derrick closed her door. He stepped back away from her as she drove off.

      Sharon checked her rearview mirror as she drove away from Derrick. She was wondering what was in store for the afternoon.

    

  







            29

          

        

      

    

    
      The four O’clock news started with a mug shot of Damon. Several inmates pointing him out is what got his attention. Damon pushed to the front of the line to see the newscast introduce Sharon Wynn. She let her hair down for the first time on television. She was showing her confident side. Men saw she was more gorgeous now and fantasized about her more. Damon saw her as the woman trying to bury him. The same woman was outside his house when he was taken away.

      “QUIET!” Damon yelled. Frustrated, he couldn’t hear what they were saying behind all the men moaning and groaning for her. Touching their genitals as she spoke.

      The news placed Damon's mug shot in the corner. The bottom headlines read: DA claims Killer struck in his sleep.

      “Yo! Man, that’s cold. I hope you have a good lawyer.” A fellow inmate told Damon.

      Damon regained focus on the television when the camera panned a close-up of Derrick. The first time he saw the man Curtis was talking about.

      Damon was impressed by the man. Handsome and well-groomed. He was even impressed by how he spoke even though he was convicting him. Damon was glued to the television when Sharon asked Derrick.

      “Mister Washington. What brings you to Glynn County municipal offices today?"

      

  




***Justin Farlow followed Sharon from her house and was now taking pictures of the interview from his car. ***

      “I am here to confirm the blood that our suspect left at the crime scene contains evidence we found at his home. The defendant had a few unprescribed pills of Oxycodone mixed in with his Ambien bottle. I believe the mixture of Ambien and oxycodone put him in a state of somnambulism or sleepwalking while committing murder.” Derrick started his pitch. 

      The caption on the bottom of the television read:

      
        
        DA Names suspect: Sleep Walking Killer.

      

      

      Derrick was still in his opening speech when Damon read those words.

      “We have a recorded statement of him saying he didn’t go into the house. So, there was a timeline where his story was missing. I believe he was asleep during that period.”

      “Can you prove this is possible? It’s going to be hard to convince a jury of something unheard of,” Sharon asked.

      “It’s possible, and I will prove it when I seek the death penalty based on capital murder in the act of a robbery. I’m also considering adding drug charges since we believe he was stealing to feed into his drug habit.” Derrick said.

      “Why do you think the drugs were a factor?” Sharon asked.

      “Mixing those two drugs caused him to be exhausted. In this case, he was sleepwalking. Which impaired his judgment, and he broke into that home. It messed with his reaction, speed, and motor coordination because he killed her when she startled him, and APS should be held accountable for having a high-risk employee.” Derrick said as Sharon closed out the segment.

      The inmates looked at Damon like he was the worst of the worst. Damon stood there, ignoring the guard calling him in the background.

      “FAULKNER!”

      He couldn’t hear the guard call his name. All he could say to himself was:

      “UH-OH! I did it again.”
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      After the story broke, Curtis rushed down to see his client. Damon was waiting, handcuffed to the table, worried about Curtis' thoughts. Hoping he wouldn’t bail out on him for not telling him the truth. Damon nervously watched Curtis pace back and forth.

      Curtis handed Damon a printout from The Brunswick News website.

      The front headlines read: Sleep Walking Killer.

      Damon slammed it on the table. Frustrated, the case had taken another wrong turn.

      “Have you seen this?” He asked Damon.

      Damon stared at the bold letters. Curtis didn’t know Damon saw the whole interview. He couldn’t place his eyes on the article. It symbolized the lies to put him further to the edge of life behind bars. Life without Olivia. He knew what they were saying about him. The opinions of others didn’t make him the man that sat at the table chained for no reason.

      “I saw it on the news. So I know they found the drugs.” Damon said.

      Damon still hadn’t accepted he had a taste for good pain medication—some he had to get secondhand. Curtis didn’t see the drugs at a disadvantage. It was the medical aspect Curtis couldn’t figure out. He didn’t know how to cross-examine his client’s mental health problem when he told him.

      “It may not have been the first time I fell asleep at work."

      “You are just now telling me this?” Curtis asked. He continued to pace back and forth. His hands intertwined behind his head. He closed his eyes when Damon spoke. Afraid he would not like what he was going to say.

      “The first time no one saw me. Then, once, I fell asleep at the wheel and got caught on video by one of those Karens. I got reprimanded, and I never got caught again. I abused caffeine until I thought I was having a heart attack. So falling asleep at work wasn’t an issue.” Damon said.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about this?” Curtis asked. This time he stopped and took a seat.

      “I didn’t think it would come out. Plus, it had been a while since I could remember I had a blackout. I didn’t black out that day. I know it. Trust me on this, man. I lowered my caffeine intake but was still alert and able to do my job.” Damon said, trying to convince himself. He closed his eyes to picture that day he saw Sharon. Her eyes were looking back at his when he held her.

      “Why the drugs? It will come out in the trial, so we might as well try to get ahead of this.” Curtis told Damon.

      Damon opened his eyes. The words ‘help me’ appeared on the desk before him. Damon took a few slow deep breaths to calm his anxiety. He rocked slowly in his chair. Curtis watched and observed.

      “Look, man. I feel you. If you need some medication to help calm you through this. If you are suffering, let me know, brother.” Curtis placed his hand on Damon’s thigh.

      Damon slowly cried. Curtis handed him a napkin from the middle of the table.

      “You know. We’re not supposed to cry in here. We are raised not to cry as men.” Damon said as he wiped his tears. Curtis remorsefully watched.

      “But when you’re scared, your back is against the wall. What else are you supposed to do?” Damon asked as he wiped his face.

      “I’m on your side, man. Tell me what you need, and let me help you. We want the same outcome in this. It's best we are honest and work something out together. We can beat this.” Curtis expressed as he watched Damon slowly simmer down. Damon looked Curtis in the eyes and gave him a head nod. He was ready to continue.

      “Ok. So, let’s start from the beginning. Why the pills?” Curtis asked.

      Damon gathered his thoughts. More tears fell as he thought of his reasoning.

      “I take pain pills to get high in the house when I can’t have my weed around Olivia. She doesn’t like drugs. I got hooked on the pills when I hurt my back at work and was out for some time. Drugs hide the pain and the hurt. The suffering I have.” Damon had to stop. He couldn’t hold in his tears. A warm presence heartened his right side.

      Curtis gave him another tissue.

      “Take it easy, man. Don’t get yourself all worked up. It's OK to express and talk about it.”

      Damon nodded again. He was trying to fight the anxiety demon as he was fighting for a second chance to save his life. Curtis felt remorse for the man.

      “Take your time,” Curtis said as Damon wiped his tears.

      “I had back pain since. Comes and goes. Plus, the heavy lifting at work didn’t help. The pills helped ease the pain. I became depressed—all the pressure of being a man. We are supposed to be tough. We are supposed to be masculine. But where do we go? Who do we talk to when we are hurt? When we are in pain, men are not supposed to show emotion. If you do. You are weak. Nobody wants to be the first man to raise his hand and say I need help. So, I hide my pain and search for help with drugs.” Damon covered his face with his hands as he released what he had built up inside.

      “It came out that I couldn’t sleep because I suffered from anxiety and depression because of the fear of being worried about missing work. We fell behind on bills, and I was destined not to be in the negative again. So, I abuse the pain pills to hide the pain. Then I couldn’t sleep because I was high. They gave me pills for the pain—Ambien for sleep problems. At first, I was on a high dose and slept longer in the morning. The more caffeine I took for work. The more Ambien I took to put me to sleep because I’m all jacked up on coffee and energy drinks.” Damon took a moment to gather his thoughts.

      “Olivia being a wife and all, playing detective and whatnot. She noticed my changes, and we sat down and talked. Then we talked to the experts. They said it’s rare, but likely I can sleepwalk.” Damon explained.

      “Let me ask you this.” Curtis looked in the air to find the right word combinations.

      “You had sleepwalking episodes before. Right? You said Olivia called you out? You went for help? Right?” Curtis asked, confused but thinking he had finally caught up.

      Damon nodded. Guilty of admitting his flaws.

      “What else do I not know about that day? Is it possible you slept walked in her house? Not that you think you didn’t go in. Is it possible you had an episode?” Curtis asked carefully while using air quotes. He didn’t want to walk his client into a guilt trip, but he had to know. Curtis needed to know the challenge that awaited.

      Damon sat for a minute to ponder that theory. He took a long look at Curtis.

      “I was high as a kite, and if you put it in that context, I guess,” Damon muttered. He did not want to fall for an accidental plea of guilt. But Damon was eager to know the verdict that Curtis had for him. He was thinking about the possibility. Afraid he already knew what the next question would be.

      “Did you kill Susan Bigley?” Curtis asked as he got closer to Damon. Just in case the camera was listening. He said it in a whisper.

      “Is it too late for that plea deal?” Damon asked.
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      Derrick checked his tie in the mirror as he prepared for his date. He gave himself one last look before he headed out the door. He covered himself with the latest Dior cologne. He was hoping for a midnight rendezvous between the sheets.

      He had a third date with Sharon. The night ended with a kiss after Derrick made his move. That time it was more formal. Both were nervous about impressing each other. They both wanted to see if the magic would continue to spark. The conversations became more engaging on both sides. Unknowing interrogating each other. Simultaneously, they were feeling each other out. They both passed their secret quizzes at dinner.

      They were holding hands on their way to see his brother’s new movie, Lies Behind the Woods. As he watched his brother work, he placed his arm around her.

      “Your brother is really good,” Sharon said, looking deep into the movie’s action scene. Derrick only wanted to see it because he loved the book.

      Sharon held on to him when they left. The ice on the ground made her heels slippery. A fall in front of her date would lower her ego. It was the cold that pulled them closer. The frozen southern chill reminded them about being underdressed for the winter.

      They didn’t talk about work. Derrick was feeling for her. He could let his guard down. He felt a connection as he smelled her scent.

      She loved how kind and genuine he was. He did the little things men didn’t do anymore. He opened doors for her. He pulled out of her seat when they went to eat. She noticed he had unintentionally given his leftovers to a person in need. He would never throw away food if he could give it to a man on the corner. She saw him give his spare change to a woman holding a sign by the freeway.

      The kind gestures she appreciated. It showed compassion to her. They talked about it on the way to her car. It piqued his interest. They agreed to discuss it after he got credit for putting away the Sleep Walking Killer. It could be a story to make them both famous.

      “On Primetime television. Just like Katie Couric.” He said right be he kissed her. This time she held him closer.

      They still haven’t called their dates anything special. Both hoped the other would make the first move. The conversation never reached relationship talk. They felt they were in a relationship by assumption. Derrick was still looking for Sharon to wake up next to him. He was still on first base. She was still waiting for a commitment.

      His invitation to be his date at Detective Wise’s retirement party made them realize they were ready to be seen together in public, among their colleagues and peers. They were hoping for approval among their inner circles.

      Sharon thought it was the perfect time to let people know they were seeing each other. Most people would be in the Christmas spirit or too drunk to care.

      Derrick arrived before Sharon. He texted her as soon as he got there.

      
        
          
            
              
        “Hey babe, I’m here. Where u at?”

      

      

      

      

      

      “Merry Christmas!” He said as he walked past a couple on his way in.

      
        
          
            
              
        “On my way. Running Late.”

      

      

      

      

      

      Derrick smiled when he read the text.

      “Always making me wait for your fine ass,” Derrick spoke to himself. He knew he would be alone for about an hour. He wanted to be a good man and check in. He was trying to earn him brownie points.

      Derrick was still new to the scene. He scanned the ballroom, looking for a familiar face. He spotted Detective Benjamin sitting at a table, casually sipping on his glass.

      “Hey, Detective. Merry Christmas”, Derrick said as he approached the table.

      “My man. You came. Merry Christmas.” Detective Benjamin said as he stood up and greeted him. They hugged, then fist-bumped.

      “I told you guys I'd come. This is a perfect time for Wise to retire. How do you feel stepping into the driver's seat?” Derrick asked him. He took a drink from the waiter’s tray.

      “Confident as I can be. Harrison and I have a good relationship. We will get along just fine. I think we can make a real difference.” Detective Benjamin said as he took a sip.

      “Absolutely. If you ever need some help, you guys contact me. I kind of like it out this way. I may find myself a nice boat and dock it somewhere. Take up fishing with a new friend,” Derrick told him. His mind was on Sharon. He took a sip from his glass. He closed his eyes when the liquid courage burned his throat.

      Detective Benjamin smiled but secretly wished he hadn’t seen his face. He felt betrayed. He had a dislike for Derrick.

      “You are going with the sleepwalking theory. You believe that foolishness?” Detective Benjamin asked. He felt a little bold after his third glass of tequila.

      Derrick smiled, uneasy. He didn’t like the tone he was spoken to.

      “I think it makes sense with the drugs and his memory loss. He said he didn’t go into the house to you guys, but we all know he was there. The loser changed his story after we found evidence. His mind can’t recall the events because he was a sleepwalking killer,” Derrick said.

      He realized his opening statement for the trial. He gazed off at the DJ booth as he thought about different motives. He took out his phone to write it down. Detective Benjamin watched him enviously as he followed Detective Wise’s legendary motive.

      Judge Kirkland approached the table right as Derrick finished his statement.

      “Haven’t Harrison told you anything,” She said as he took a seat next to Derrick.

      “Merry Christmas.” Detective Benjamin said as he raised his glass. Judge Kirkland exchanged gratitude with both men. She took a sip from her glass before she turned her attention to Derrick.

      “Don’t confuse the jury with conspiracies or folk tales. Show them the evidence. Place him at the scene. Who cares why he was there? Who cares why he killed her? That idiot was there, so nail his ass to the wall.” She said sternly.

      “Obviously, you never heard this from me. I hate when scrums like him come to my courtroom. Then you have bible thumpers like Curtis trying to play Moses and free people. I hear Curtis and his bible talk. I don’t want to sit through some of your craziness. They don’t pay me enough for this. Please keep it to the darn facts and evidence. Let the defense back themselves in a corner and look stupid in the eyes of the jury. That’s how you win this one,” Judge Kirkland told Derrick.

      “See, kid. You should go with my theory.” Detective Benjamin told him. He turned his attention to Judge Kirkland.

      “Your honor. We found drugs in his house, which indicates he had a drug problem. He tried to rip her off to buy into his drug habit. Just like Dai Hynes,” Detective Benjamin said.

      “With all due respect, your honor. Sometimes the jury wants to feel connected to the victim. Giving them a visual of a psychotic man preying on an innocent woman. That’s what gets me a guilty plea.” Derrick told them both.

      Judge Kirkland smiled as she looked at Derrick. Then, she turned to Detective Benjamin.

      “Do you mind if I have a minute with Mr. Washington?”

      “Be my guest,” Detective Benjamin said, leaving them alone at the table.

      “Your uncle asked me to watch you after your interview. Some of your actions may upset the J.I.A. I didn’t know you would be so careless.” She said.

      “I’m sorry. I knew people may not like my approach, but I got to make my own decisions.” Derrick told her as he finished his drink. He didn’t dare to look her in her eyes.

      “I can’t speak for the others, but I’m not too pleased. You’re over here trying to play Hollywood like your brother. But boy, this is not HOLLYWOOD!” She yelled out! The ballroom got quiet but continued after Judge Kirkland cooled down. She took a sip from her glass.

      “If you knew I was going to be upset. Then why did you do it?”She scolded.

      Derrick shrugged his shoulders like he was still a kid.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing. Women like her only chase fame, and you are a speed bump on her runway.” She said as she leaned a little closer.

      “No, it’s more than that. Plus, we are going public tonight when she gets here.” Derrick said confidently.

      “Listen, boy. You play the case your way. Coming up with make-believe story tales for the public will only make you lose sight of what you are fighting for.” Judge Kirkland said. Derrick had a confused look.

      “Justice!” Judge Kirkland said as she got up and left the table.

      Sharon pulled into the parking lot. She looked in her mirror to make sure her make-up was still perfect. She sprayed herself with her perfume and texted Derrick.

      
        
          
            
              
        “Outside.” 

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        “About time. LoL

      

      

      

      

      

      She smiled because she was embarrassed for always making him wait for her beautiful self.

      “Miss Wynn.” A voice behind her started her.

      “Oh! Snap!” She said as she turned around.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, Ms. Wynn. I’m.”

      “Curtis Key,” Sharon said.

      “Yeah. I’m sorry to have approached you in this way.”

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Key?” Sharon asked. She was a little agitated that she was being bothered.

      He held his hands up in defense.

      “How would you like an exclusive with The Sleep Walking Killer?
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      Sharon approached the table as Judge Kirkland was leaving.

      “Justice!” Judge Kirkland told Derrick again.

      “Aw, Sharon. You look marvelous.” She told her.

      Sharon smiled and opened her arms to hug her.

      “Judge Kirkland. How are you, ma’am?” She asked.

      Judge Kirkland looked at her and smiled.

      “He’s fragile. Don’t let him fall too hard.” The Judge told her as she walked off.

      “Does that mean she approves? Sharon asked as she hugged Derrick.

      “Not exactly,” Derrick replied.

      Detective Wise saw the exchange and slowly made his way to their table.

      “Hey Sharon, Merry Christmas!” Detective Wise said as he approached the table.

      “And to you, to Mister DA. Washington.” Detective Wise said.

      Sharon gave him a hug and a kiss on the cheek. She congratulated him on his retirement and told him Happy Holidays.

      Derrick gave him a high five and a hug.

      “Don’t be silly. Call me Derrick. Congratulations on your retirement, man. I know you earned it.”

      “I’m going to go to the Ladies’ room,” Sharon told Derrick as she hugged him.

      Detective Wise watched in disgust.

      “So, you and Sharon. You guys are a thing?”

      Derrick watched Sharon walk to the bathroom.

      “Let’s say. Tonight, we didn’t come together. But hopefully, when the night is over. We will come together.” Derrick said with a filthy smile close to Detective Wise’s ear.

      Detective Wise didn’t get the joke Derrick was trying to say. He also didn’t like another man moving in on what he self-proclaimed as his—the gorgeous Sharon Wynn.

      “Don’t worry. New Year’s Eve. We can party at my house and find somebody more of your speed.” Derrick said.

      Detective Wise played along and laughed with Derrick.

      “What are your retirement plans?” Derrick asked.

      “I’m going to announce tonight. I will be the new host of Behind the Badge next season.”

      “No way. Congratulations.” Derrick said as he gave Detective Wise a high five.

      “Thanks.”

      “Hey, you know what? We should pitch this case and the sleepwalking killer on your show. It could be a win for all of us,” Derrick said. He thought of a way to use Detective Wise to his advantage.

      Detective Wise smiled. He got closer to Derrick. Derrick could smell the liquid courage on his breath.

      “You see.” Detective Wise placed his index finger on Derrick's chest.

      “You young people like to become famous overnight. You and that witch you with.” He pointed to the bathroom. Then he placed his index finger back on Derrick’s chest.

      “You have only been on the job for 20 seconds. For 20 years, I have done this. This is the spot I have earned. I will not give you the satisfaction of cashing in on popularity on my behalf. Instead, tell your girl to call me. I know she is good on the microphone,” Detective Wise said as he grabbed his crotch with his other hand.

      Derrick slapped Detective Wise’s hand off his chest. Derrick got in his face. Ready to wrestle with Detective Wise, but the ceremony started.

      The lights in the ballroom went dim, and Sheriff James Buford walked out. The ballroom stood to their feet and gave him a round of applause. He smiled as he walked to the podium. Sharon returned as the guests took a seat.

      “You, OK?” She asked. Derrick looked infuriated—a look she hadn’t seen from him.

      “I’m fine,” Derrick said as his eyes followed Detective Wise to his seat.

      “Merry Christmas! Tonight, we honor a man. A legend.” Sheriff Buford started the opening ceremony for Detective Wise.

      Derrick leaned into Sharon’s ear.

      “Can we talk outside?” He asked.

      “Sure, baby.” She replied. They both got up quietly. Judge Kirkland made eye contact with Derrick as he left. That got Detective Wise's attention. Sharon chose that guy, and he was jealous. He rubbed his hip where his gun would have been. He squinted his eyes like he was looking through a scope. Ready to snipe Derrick off at the exit.

      “The state of Georgia will name its top cop award. The Detective Wise Top Cop Award.” The crowd stood to their feet and applauded the recognition.

      Derrick and Detective Wise made eye contact as he left with Sharon. Detective Wise flipped him the bird and smiled.

      A chilly gust circled them when they walked outside. They held hands as they walked down a narrow path to the parking lot.

      “Oh. Shoot.” Derrick said as he caught his balance.

      “Watch yourself.” Sharon laughed.

      “I’m good. I’m good.” He said to reassure her he was still in charge of his feet.

      “What was Judge Kirkland telling you back there?” She asked him.

      He didn’t respond. He didn’t know how to announce the disappointment of his peers.

      “I’m not sure if they approve of my headlines," Derrick said as he looked away from her.

      “Look at me.”

      Derrick stared off into the distance.

      “Look at me,” Sharon told me again. This time she grabbed his chin.

      “Ouch.” He playfully screamed.

      “Well, look at me.” She said as she smiled. He was captivated by her perfect smile.

      Derrick placed his eyes on hers. She grabbed him at the waist and placed a kiss on him.

      “Who cares what she or anyone else thinks? We are about to get everything we ever wanted. Our luck is about to change.” She told him.

      Derrick cringed and looked at her anonymous eyes.

      “What do you mean?” He asked her. He was still frustrated from his dispute with Detective Wise.

      “Trust me. All you have to do is trust me.” She said as she kissed him. He pulled her in closer. She felt sensual. They touched each other in places for the first time. They kissed until it almost turned into indecent exposure. Until they had the self-control to pull away.

      

  




***Justin Farlow snapped several photos of their romantic encounter. ***

      “I have to go. It’s the high school football playoffs. I have to cover a team and their game. You should come.” Sharon said.

      “I want to come, but you won’t let me.” Derrick joked with her. She hit him with her purse.

      “Stop playing games.” She laughed as she hit him a few more times. Derrick danced around to dodge her blows. It brought him back to his youth. When his sister beat him every time, he messed with her.

      “I would love to. Who must I root for?” He asked her. She stopped chasing him.

      “Tigers!” She said, a little bashful. They hugged.

      “Tigers.” He repeated and looked into her eyes. He grabbed her hand.

      They both said good night as Detective Wise accepted his award on stage.

      Derrick wasn’t sure if he could trust her, but he fell for her. He watched her as she drove off again without an invitation for a nightcap. She left her lipstick around his neck and her makeup on his shirt. The smell of her perfume slowly faded, but he longed for more. He inhaled her aroma from his shirt as his mind imagined lustful thoughts.

      

  




***Curtis is in Justin’s car, looking at the photos he took. Curtis hands him some folded cash. ***
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      Curtis paced around like he was giving a lecture. Damon sat across from Curtis, zoned out. Damon kept seeing Susan’s face, trying to account for everything that had happened that day. His mind kept trying to figure out whether he was sleeping. He was second-guessing himself. It turned his anxiety into fear. He was emotionally sorry for Susan being dead. But, if he was responsible, he couldn't forgive himself. He needed to know the truth but promised to stand by what he felt was right.

      “Was I or wasn’t I asleep?” Damon kept thinking to himself.

      “Look, man. What we have to do is simple. Make you look like the victim.” Damon came back to reality as Curtis finished his pitch. Curtis, pointing at him, messed up his concentration.

      “Wait. I’m sorry. I got lost somewhere. What did you say again? My bad.” Damon asked him.

      Curtis took a seat. He opened his briefcase and pulled out a folder.

      “I think we have a chance,” Curtis said as he handed him the first sheet of paper.

      “What’s this?” Damon asked as he fixed his posture in his seat.

      He read the front headlines of the article:

      

  




Marines Sergeant Not Guilt

      “I think the smart boy screwed up by labeling you. You are the victim here as well.”

      Damon shrugged his shoulders.

      “I don’t follow,” he said.

      “You are accused of being asleep. Maybe it is a good thing. There is good and bad news. I have two things to run by you. I’m going to give it to you straight.” Curtis said.

      “I’m listening,” Damon said, gaining attention to the article.

      “The good news is, your case is not unheard of. It has happened before. Just like you. Well almost. And I can bring that example to court to show it’s possible.” Curtis said. This time he stood up.

      “You got my attention? What’s up?” Damon said as he took his eyes off the paper.

      “1961, my friend. Shoot. I wasn’t even born then,” Curtis said with a slight grin.

      Damon smiled a little while nodding his head.

      “Neither was I,” Damon said in agreement.

      “I know. A very long time ago. But check this out. A United States Marines Sergeant named Willis Bundy. He was drinking at a bar and was kicked out for being a jerk. Anyway, you know what he does.” Curtis paused and looked at Damon. He was trying to make his pitch sound a little more dramatic.

      “He confessed to strangling a local woman named Jean Constable on New Year’s Day 1961 but claimed he was asleep. He woke up and realized what he had done. The following day, Sergeant Bundy dragged the body through the woods. Several days later, he was arrested and charged with murder. At his trial in February 1961, Sergeant Bundy and his attorney pleaded not guilty based on being asleep when he committed the offense, and he was acquitted.” Curtis said.

      “Yeah, these times are different. Some people are not bright in the South, but I don’t think they fall for a zombie killer.” Damon said. He gave the papers back to Curtis.

      “OK, still not sold.” Curtis handed Damon another piece of paper. Damon was curious to look it over.

      “Ethan Hopkins, 59, who has suffered from sleepwalking since childhood, confessed to strangling his 57-year-old wife, Cristina, in July 2008 in their camper while on vacation. He called emergency services and told the operator, ‘What have I done? I've been trying to wake her. I think I've killed my wife. Oh, my gosh. I thought someone had broken in. I fought with those boys, but it was Cristina. I must have been dreaming or something. What have I done?’ He claimed he had mistaken his wife for an intruder, waking to find it was his wife. He was freed in 2009 by a judge, who found him not guilty of murder.” Curtis told Damon.

      It intrigued Damon, but he still wasn’t optimistic about his chances.

      “I don’t get how those cases relate. I’m in a different situation. I didn’t kill anybody.” Damon said.

      “I’m innocent. You believe in God, right? Well, look at me. I’m about to get crucified for a crime I did not commit. Where is God for me when I need him now?” Damon asked, pounding on the table to show his anger at God. He made sure he looked at the ceiling when he asked the question.

      “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding,” Curtis told Damon.

      “Please don’t preach when he’s not here for me. Please do me a favor. If you are going to be my lawyer, Stop with the Jesus. Don’t tell Olivia, either. I don’t want to hear about faith when I’m living in hell every day. If you want to help, ask God for better housing arrangements. Your sleepwalking killer can’t sleep on a hard surface.” Damon said as he looked Curtis straight in the eye. He meant it this time. Even though he knew he was being sarcastic with his request for a better bed.

      “I can respect your wishes. However, let’s put this case from another perspective. Look at probability versus reality. Are we going to beat this case, and you leave free? I’m fighting for that, but it’s still only a probability. Are you going to be in this fight for a long battle? That’s your reality.” Curtis said passionately. Damon kept his eyes on the second research paper Curtis gave him.

      “What is it you want me to do?” Damon asked.

      “We need to sit in front of that Sharon Wynn and get ahead of the Sleep Walking thing. Tell the public you sleepwalk and you suffer from mental health. Get them on your side and make them feel sorry for you. Bring awareness to mental health. Hell, you’re suffering here because you are not getting the right treatment,” Curtis said.

      “I’m suffering here because I don’t belong here,” Damon said, irritated.

      “Fair enough. That’s why we need to have this interview.”

      “No. No way. She has already ruined me. I will not give her the pleasure of posting me all over television. Tell people I’m some sick monster. Tell people I’m broken. Telling people I have an issue. I will not look weak on television. I won’t be that guy to raise his hand first and say I need help. What I need is to get the heck out of here.” Damon argued.

      Curtis sat next to Damon. He placed his hand on his shoulder.

      “You know. I have been doing this for a long time. You are the first person I feel sorry for,” Curtis said as he placed his arms behind his head.

      “What do you mean?” Damon asked.

      “Every time I come here. I’m more convinced you don’t belong here.” Curtis said.

      “I don’t. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I’m glad you’re on my side.” Damon said as he gave him back the paper.

      “That’s why my plan will work. We admit that you have a sleepwalking issue. You tell them you suffer from mental health. It will bring people sympathy to feel sorry for you if you get found guilty. It will save you from the death penalty, and you may get one of those easy jails if there is one. People may have compassion for you.” Curtis said as he tried to convince Damon.

      Damon shook his head.

      “I’m sorry. I appreciate you trying to be creative and everything. But if I say I suffer from sleepwalking. Then I admit that I’ve killed her or might have. I’m telling you. I didn’t kill her.” Damon said.

      “So, you don’t want to do the sit-down?” Curtis asked carefully.

      “No. I don’t see the point. I didn’t kill her. I know it. I won’t give them the satisfaction of mocking me and calling me names.” Damon tried to defend himself.

      “Don’t run from your problems when we can use them to your advantage. I’m telling you this is our best option. We sit down with Sharon. Tell them you hurt your back, the medical system got you hooked on painkillers, and it brought out a mental health issue you didn’t have before. The two medications you were on caused you to be disorientated, leading to you not knowing all the events. Look, man. What we have to do is simple. Make you look like the victim. I feel that’s our best shot.” Curtis said.

      Damon placed the palms of his hands over his face as he thought about it.

      “What did Olivia say? I know you asked her?”

      “She agrees with me,” Curtis said.

      Damon shook his head. He wasn’t ready to come out in the open with his problems. When he thought of the past, his present became the future of a panic attack—resulting in a migraine or the feeling of a heart attack. He was getting a migraine at that moment.

      “I’m sorry, but my head hurts. I need to lie down.” Damon said as he stood up.

      “I’m sorry if I overwhelmed you. I didn’t mean to pressure you.” Curtis said.

      “It’s not you. I’m sorry. I’m just not ready to say I’m hurting in front of an audience. Not ready to let Olivia know my secret. She doesn’t need to know her husband is flawed.” Damon said, teary-eyed.

      Damon banged on the glass to let the guards know he was done. Curtis hugged him.

      “We are not flawed. I’m sorry. I’ll find another way. It will be all right. I got you.” Curtis said as he patted Damon on the back.

      The guard came and took Damon. The shackles cut his ankles as he tried to keep pace with the guards. They stopped. The watch commander awaited for ‘all clear’ to proceed to the next level of secured doors. The scorching sun burned Damon as he waited behind the guard too big for his tight uniform. His butt crack showed some left-over toilet tissue. Damon turned away in disgust. He looked outside the window that faced the visitor's parking lot. He saw Curtis walking to his car. The door buzzed open, and he lost sight of Curtis like he lost faith in being free again.

      Curtis' phone buzzed as he turned on his car.

      “Hello. This is Curtis. How can I help you?”

      “Hey. It's Sharon from The Brunswick News.”

      “Oh, hey, Sharon,” Curtis replied. He fist-pumped the air.

      “I’ll do the interview with your client, but only if you can find a primetime network besides the one I work for. I want to do an exclusive on their station in a prime time slot. A story like this needs to be heard.” Curtis danced when he heard her enthusiasm.

      “I see what I can do, Miss. Wynn. I will be in touch.”
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      “Wake up, sleepy head,” Lauren told Curtis as she placed a breakfast platter and a coffee mug beside his nightstand. He overslept while she got ready for work. Getting a late start wasn’t his normal behavior. He was tired from sending emails to every network executive he could find and bagged for a shot on primetime.

      Lauren opened the bedroom curtains. The sun’s rays startled Curtis. He tried to hide his face under his pillow. Then he turned over after being annoyed that the sun was scorching his skin.

      He finally sat up when Maple jumped on the bed to lick him on his face. He tried to push her face away, but she was always persistent.

      “Good morning to you, too!” Curtis told his best friend as he tried maneuvering away from her sticky tongue.  She followed his movements to continue the morning parade. He awarded her with a strip of bacon. She fell to the floor to devour the maple sugar on the edges.

      “You know you’re not supposed to be feeding into her. She’s supposed to be on a diet,” Lauren said. Scolding Curtis for breaking the rules and feeding into bad habits. Curtis moved to the edge of the bed and did a morning stretch. Curtis and Maple yawned in unison as he grabbed his coffee mug.

      “Why are you always getting me in trouble?” Curtis asked Maple as she tilted her head, confused. She stood up and placed her head on the coffee table, looking for more bacon.

      “Hey!” Curtis yelled as he grabbed his plate away from Maple.

      “No,” he told her. She placed her paws over her eyes.

      “Are you all right? What’s bothering you?” Lauren asked him as she picked her hair up.

      Curtis couldn’t find the words he wanted to say. He yawned again and sipped his coffee mug.

      “I’ve just been so overwhelmed by this case. I just have a strong feeling something is not right. The Lord is telling me to fight.” Curtis said. He couldn’t look her in the eyes.

      Lauren sat beside him and placed her head on his shoulder.

      “I’ve heard this speech before. You have too much faith in one case. What about this guy that makes you feel so different?” She asked him.

      “My gut tells me this guy is telling the truth, but all the evidence is stacked against him. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Maybe this stress is too much right now. It’s not too late to give it to someone else. We have to focus on the baby.” Lauren told him.

      Curtis placed his coffee mug down.

      “I can’t do that to him. Someone else would write him off without even talking to him. I’m the only chance he has. If he had Tyler, he would be done from the start. Tyler has no backbone, and Derrick would eat him alive in the box. I have a plan. I will get him in front of Sharon Wynn and make him look like the victim.”

      “No. That’s a horrible idea. We are about to have a baby. I don’t want news vans and attention coming our way. I have to go to work too, Curtis.” Lauren pleaded with him.

      Curtis placed his hand on her belly. He felt his baby move.

      “I have to take a shot. This could change everything.” He told Lauren. He closed his eyes and continued to hold her belly. She placed her hands on his. The baby kicked hard.

      “Oh. You felt that.” Lauren said as she laughed in pain.

      “Yeah, I did. I think he agrees with me.”

      “Already a boy, you think. But what if you lose?” Lauren asked him.

      Curtis looked up.

      “I can’t lose, for the Lord says. Psalms 37:4. Take delight in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart. If I can make Damon a believer. Maybe God will have mercy on his soul,” Curtis said as he felt remorseful for Damon. Lauren placed her head on his shoulder. His phone buzzed on the coffee table.

      “Are you going to answer that? That thing's been going off all darn day.” Lauren yelled at him.

      Curtis reached over and grabbed his phone.

      “That’s. Odd. Who’s calling me from an Atlanta number?” Curtis asked as he showed his wife the phone.

      “I don’t know. Why are you asking me? It’s your phone. Answer it!” Lauren snapped back.

      “Uh-Hello?” Curtis softly questioned the caller. Looking to Lauren for the response. They both looked confused.

      “Curtis! Hi. I’m Alisha Cox from American Crime Network. I received your email today. Are you telling me the Sleep Walking Killer wants to tell his side of the story?” Alisha asked.

      “Oh. Alisha. Hi. I forgot to save your number.”

      Curtis put the phone down to address his wife.

      “It’s Alisha. The new intern,” Curtis said.

      Lauren rolled her eyes. She was frustrated with all the dramatics.

      “Well, why does she have to call so much? Is everything all right with Damon?” She asked.

      He gave her an OK sign as he tried to move the phone away from his wife.

      “I got to go. Bye!” Lauren said as she got up and kissed him.

      “Bye, babe,” Curtis said as he watched his wife leave the room.

      “I’m sorry. Alisha. Are you still there?” Curtis asked frantically.

      “I’m here. Let’s talk business.” Alisha said in a conference room full of other executives.
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        * * *

      

      Derrick arrived a few minutes late for his lunch date with Sharon. They met at a tiny café outside Brunswick.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” Derrick said as he hugged and kissed Sharon. She was on a call when he sat down.

      “Alright. Sounds like a plan. I’ll see you tonight. Bye-bye.” Sharon said blissfully. She did a little dance in her seat.

      “What’s got you so animated?” Derrick asked.

      “Animated? Who says that?” Sharon laughed.

      “Whatever. What was that all about?” Derrick asked, probing for information.

      “Curtis Key got me an interview with Damon Faulkner tonight on American Crime Network. They are sending us to their studio in Savannah. We will win America.” Sharon said as she recited one of the catchphrases from the show. It was Jason Steele’s way of saying winning justice for America.

      Derrick dropped the menu on the table.

      “Why the hell are you doing that?” Derrick asked.

      Sharon changed her composure in her seat.

      “What do you mean by that? This is the interview of a lifetime for me. This is my dream. My entire career has been waiting for this. I thought you would be happy that one of us is getting a shot,” Sharon said. She regretted her last words.

      “Sorry. That didn’t sound right. Baby, don’t be mad.” Sharon said as she reached over to grab Derrick’s hand. He pulled back.

      “When are you going to interview me on prime time? When am I going to get my shot?” He asked, infuriated.

      “When you get networks calling your phone!” Sharon yelled back in defense.

      “I interviewed you twice on local television. That’s more than I did with your uncle.” Sharon shouted.

      “And the jail approved this?” Derrick asked.

      “That’s what Curtis said. He cleared it with the network, and they will send a separate camera crew here in Brunswick to have him live on the air with us.” Sharon said. This time she got a little thrilled.

      “Why did he ask for you?” Derrick asked with a little base in his tone.

      “Why did you?” Sharon jabbed back with a little sash.

      “You came first. I called you after you gave me your number.” Derrick tried to defend himself. He didn’t know why he had to justify the conversation.

      “Are you jealous now? We were never supposed to have a second or third date. Plus, if I interview you now, people already know we are seeing each other. It would give Curtis some fuel to throw at you in court,” Sharon said as the waiter approached the table.

      Derrick didn’t feel comfortable with that answer—a feeling he was being overlooked for the spotlight.

      “Judge Kirkland was right. You’re just looking out for yourself. Your good looks will only get you so far.”

      “Wait a minute. I was homeless for two years. Paying for college washing cars and sleeping in campus bathroom stalls at night. You don’t know what I’ve been through.” Sharon said, a little agitated.

      “Are you guys ready to order?” He asked.

      “Sorry, my man. I just lost my appetite.” Derrick said as he got up from the table.

      “Good luck with your interview tonight,” Derrick said as he walked off.
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      Curtis paced around his small dressing room. Knowing he was in over his head. He took a leap of faith to direct him in his next steps. He stood in prayer as he tried to figure out how to play this next move—asking God for guidance and forgiveness.

      He knew it would shed a terrible light on him, but this was his Hail Mary. He didn’t tell Lauren and Damon about tonight’s event. The network contacted Sheriff Buford to have access to the jail to interview Damon.

      Derrick slowly eased his way into Curtis' dressing room. He was with two heavyset men. Both were dressed in black with weapons holstered on their side. Immense-tinted lenses covered their evil intentions.

      Curtis was startled when one of them locked the door.

      “So, you think you can win America and outbox me?” Derrick asked Curtis in a threatening demeanor.

      Curtis backed himself against the mirror that hung on the wall. He didn’t know what the men would do.

      “Look, man. I just thought it was fair game. I brought the killer to the big screen. I’m just taking a play from your book. You named him, but it’s my job to defend him.” Curtis said.

      Derrick got a little closer to Curtis. His security followed.

      “Damon Faulkner is guilty of murdering Susan Bigley. I see through your Jesus Christ gimmick. We are just alike. Both of us are using this pawn to get to the next level. You believe in the holy ghost. I believe in holy folks. I’m not a believer. I’m an achiever,” Derrick said, pointing to the two heavily armed guards.

      “Look, I get it. You got a baby on the way. I want us to work together and share the media spotlight. We can both use this case as a stepping stool. I will take it easy on you. These are the only disciples I need,” Derrick said as he pointed to his two guards. They both smirked at the reference. Derrick eased off Curtis a little. He took out a folded stack of papers from his vest.

      “I have the competitor of Behind the Badge looking for the court exclusive. Above The Law, executives want the exclusive rights for a special mini-series and to document the whole thing as they follow me around. They will pay big bucks to document our case and do an exclusive after the fact. For that alone, they are offering fifty thousand.” Derrick said as he handed Curtis some paper.

      “If you sign on, I’m offering you another ten grand. It will be so Above the Law could use your name, rights, and complicated fine print. Think about the baby.” Derrick told him.

      Derrick leaned a little closer toward Curtis’ ear.

      “If you sign the papers. I’ll make sure he dies in prison.” Derrick said as he pounded Curtis in the chest.

      “I’m sorry, but I’ll take my chances in court. I'm not for sale.” Curtis said. He shoved the contract back into Derrick’s chest. Derrick took that as a threat and changed his pose before Curtis. He closed his fist and took a step forward.

      There was a sudden knock on the door.

      “Yeah!” Curtis shouted. Thankful for being saved in the awkward circumstance. He looked at the ceiling and said to himself.

      “Thank you.” Acknowledging God for his timing.

      The door opened, and Alisha walked in with security.

      “Gentlemen, is everything all right in here?” She asked.

      “Oh. Hi. I’m just wishing Mr. Key well on his interview tonight.” Derrick said, as charming as he could be.

      “Well, excuse us. Mr. Key and I have some unfinished business to talk about,” Alisha said with some frustration at the men.

      “I’ll be on my way,” Derrick said sarcastically.

      Derrick leaned back to whisper into Curtis’ ear.

      “I guess the loser gets the chair.”

      Alisha turned to Curtis with security behind her.

      “I’m about to throw your sorry carcass out if you don’t speak fast. Tell me why Faulkner refused to talk to the television crew. Sheriff Buford made him comfortable, and you crap on all of us.” Alisha demanded to know.

      Curtis placed his hands up in defense.

      “I did so Damon could get some peace behind that hell hold. I knew he wouldn’t talk. That’s not who he is, but I have something much better than an interview with him.” Curtis said as he handed her a flash drive and an article provided by investigative reporter Justin Farlow.

      “It’s all here,” Alisha said, referring to the flash drive.

      “It sure is,” Curtis said as he nodded. Still feeling guilty for what he gave her.

      “The preacher boy got guts. Are you sure you want to do this? You had better be ready to accept the consequences,” Alisha inquired.

      “I have a man’s life counting on this. He has faith in me. And I have Faith in Him.” Curtis said as he pointed to the sky.

      “I like it. The ratings will already be high because people expect to hear from the accused tonight. I’m glad I came from Atlanta to see this. But your little trick a rue better work because you will look like a fool on live TV. And, by the way, I’m not the one that’s going to tell the young lady over there that she has been duped.” Alisha said with extreme resistance.

      Curtis gave her a grim smile.

      “I have been waiting for this moment for a long time, Ms. Cox. Seek His will in all you do, and he will show you which path to take. Today is the day I walk by faith and not by sight.” Curtis said with assertiveness.

      “I hope so because you will be the fool once the camera comes on. This show is about justice for America. I believe tonight, America will get justice. We will see which of you will walk out with your head up high after tonight. This will be a good debate. I love my job.” Alisha said as she walked out with security. Curtis turned to the wall and prayed.
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        * * *

      

      Derrick knocked on Sharon’s door before he entered her dressing room. She was getting prepped by the make-up artist. He surprised her from behind with a dozen roses.

      “Hey, baby!” Derrick said as he placed the flowers in front of her. She took them but didn’t make eye contact.

      “Excuse me. Can we have a minute?” Derrick asked the make-up artist.

      She looked at Sharon.

      “It’s ok. I’ll be all right.” Sharon assured her.

      “OK, but you just yell if you need me.” She told Sharon.

      “Look. I came to say sorry. I was a jerk. Maybe a little selfish. This is your moment, baby. It’s time for you to let your hair down.” Derrick told her as he took her hair down.

      Sharon got a little emotional.

      “Thank you.” She said as she hugged and kissed him.

      Alisha walked in on them.

      “You are a busy man. Mr. Washington,” Alisha said as she walked in.

      “I’m sorry. You are?” Derrick asked as he extended his hand to greet her.

      “Alisha Cox. The chief executive producer of Behind the Badge.” She said as she shook his hand.

      “Nice to meet you, Ms. Cox,” Derrick said as they made eye contact.

      “Well. I don’t want to be in the way. I just came to wish the lovely Wynn a killer interview.” Derrick said, trying to joke about the killer reference.

      The women in the room smiled at his dreadful joke. Building up his self-esteem. He stood there awkwardly, trying to come up with another punchline.

      “Oh. I think this will be a stellar night for her career.” Alisha told Derrick.

      “Ms. Wynn. Walk through in five minutes. Get your finishing touches, and get prepped for the camera. The show starts in one hour,” Alisha told Sharon with a devious smile.

      “Look, baby. I have to go. Your uncle doesn’t live too far from here. So go home and watch me on TV,” Sharon told Derrick.

      “I sure will. Win me one for America.” He said as he kissed her goodbye.

      Alisha turned her attention to Sharon after seeing Derrick walk off.

      “That man is a lot of trouble. You be careful with that one,” Alisha told her.

      Sharon laughed as her hairdresser started the final touches.

      “Derrick is harmless. He’s a gentle giant. Kind of like a baby.” Sharon said as she smelled the roses and admired them.

      “Listen! I know this is not your first time on camera. Just like I’m sure you guys have out in Brunswick. If you feel you are in a jam. There is a panic button under your desk. It will alert us in the back, and we can throw you a punchline or take it to a commercial.” Alisha told Sharon her instructions.

      “Oh. I’m sure I’ll be fine. What harm can the little preacher boy do, anyway? I plan to make them both look like idiots on television.” Sharon said as she continued to admire the flowers from Derrick.

      Alisha walked away, showing her signature chortle.
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      Sheriff Buford was ready for the publicity at the jail. He thought it would be a perfect time to pitch for his reelection. Around the inner jail, word spread of a television crew lurking through the walls. When Damon refused to cooperate, he was moved to another cell as a bribe to speak with the camera crew from Behind the Badge.

      It came with a television. A bookshelf and even a mattress. A few holes in it, but better than sleeping on the cold metal pan that was smaller than the average man. Still a luxurious improvement in the county jail system. The jail wanted to make it look like he was getting fair and safe treatment. The guards were told to leave him alone, ensuring he had no other prisoner contact. Sheriff Buford didn’t want any negative press blowing back on the jail systems in Glynn County. Curtis played them with false hopes and promises to get this primetime slot. Knowing Damon would say no.

      When the sheriff approached, Damon was working out in his new cell. Damon gave him the bird and told him a few expletives, followed by “Have a nice day.” As he continued to do his push-ups. He knew nothing about it. Damon wasn’t going to do anything without Curtis giving him the say-so. Damon had already told Curtis he wouldn’t sit down with Sharon Wynn.

      Sheriff Buford was displeased being played for a fool. He couldn’t go back on his kind gesture, or it may look bad on him close to the election. He wanted to stay clear of any scandals until after all the ballots were counted. Curtis got the upper hand and improved Damon’s housing arrangements.

      For a prisoner, Damon loved the new setup. It was much better than his first bed after he left the medical unit. He was happy to pack his prison commissary in his blanket-made knapsack, move to a more private cell, and have some peace behind the walls that held him back from the truth.

      Damon finished his meal when a moment of sadness dug into his soul. Depression took over his thoughts. The left side of his mind fogged his consciousness. It made him feel worthless. He wanted to tie his sheets to the highest bar and hang himself. A tradition in that jail he had seen many times. He couldn’t connect the first knot. He asked another inmate for help at one point. Each time, Damon had enough pain in his heart to take his life. The knot always came undone. He couldn’t commit suicide successfully.

      Damon fell to his knees and cried. He dug his head into his mattress. He felt the thin, soft foam. It was better than the hard metal. All he could say when his head touched the pad was,

      “Thank God!”

      He felt a gust of wind brush against his spine. He felt a presence on his right side, touching his shoulder, comforting him. At the same time, He sensed a demonic, shadowy figure on his left moving further away. Damon cried more as his emotions felt his anxiety may have confused his mind for a panic attack. His heart felt like someone was squeezing it. Only to be relieved by more crying. He put his pillow over his head so no one would notice his sobbing. He talked to himself.

      “God, if you’re real. Please help me. Let me know you are still with me.” 

      Damon was interrupted in his thoughts when The Behind the Badge special edition theme song came on. He didn’t remember turning the television on. It was already on when he got his new cell assignment. He recognized the program because it was once one of his favorite programs before he was sent away.

      The caption on the bottom in red letters read:

      
        
        WITH SHARON WYNN

      

      

      He jumped up to turn up the volume when he saw Curtis on the couch. Clean cut with a new suit. He looked like a pastor at a Sunday service. He knew why the camera crew wanted to talk to him. Curtis should have known he wouldn’t want to be on camera. He didn’t feel sorry if he made Curtis look bad.

      The camera panned close to Sharon. Damon took a seat as she started the program. America tuned in to the American Crime Network’s number one Friday night show.

      “Good evening, America. Welcome to Behind the Badge special edition. Jason Steele has tonight off. I’m Sharon Wynn from The Brunswick News. It’s my honor to fill in for Mr. Steele tonight. So, America, let's win for justice!” Sharon finished with the show’s catchphrase.

      “Wow, she looks good,” Alisha told the production staff. Several nodded and agreed.

      “This will be fun,” Alisha said to herself with evil intentions.

      “I am here with the attorney of what the media has called The Sleepwalking killer. Curtis Key. Curtis, thank you for sitting with us tonight.”

      “Thank you for having me.” Curtis showed his gratitude.

      Alisha whispered into the microphone behind Sharon’s right ear.

      “He played us. We don’t have an interview at the jail. Ask him why.”

      “It appears we had a miscommunication. We thought we would hear from your client tonight. What has changed?” Sharon asked Curtis.

      “Good job!” Alisha said in Sharon’s ear. She smiled confidently.

      “My bad, Curtis,” Damon said, feeling a little guilty that he didn’t help Curtis. He wouldn’t have known what to say, but he figured Curtis must have had a plan. Curtis knew Damon would never agree to sit with the media and Sharon Wynn.

      The camera panned on Curtis. He smiled with joy when his spirit took over. As he spoke, his wife, Lauren, gravitated to the television from the kitchen. Where she thought she was making their dinner. She became frustrated with Curtis. He was doing what she told him not to do. Something stupid. For Lauren, whatever this idea was. It was already ridiculous.

      “Be careful, Curtis.” She warned him through the television as she sat down on their couch. She covered her lips when the camera closed in on Curtis.

      “This is why I’m here. People like you in the media are already putting a label on my client. It blows my mind how your boyfriend violated his HIPPA rights and put his mental illness on television for him to be judged before he goes to trial.” Curtis said courageously.

      “Show the photo,” Alisha told the production staff behind the scenes.

      Sitting at home, Derrick was stunned when he saw the photo Curtis had paid Justin for. The photo of him making out with Sharon. His hands were below her waist. Her hands were under his shirt—their intimate encounter in the cold. A moment of her happiness was being projected on national display. Sharon checked herself out and had an out-of-body experience.

      “Get it together. Say something.” Alisha told Sharon.

      “I’m not sure what my personal life has to do with your case, Mr. Key. It’s not a secret. I have started a relationship with your opponent. My personal life has nothing to do with your case.” Sharon said behind her embarrassed rage.

      “There is no fair justice for someone like my client. A man that suffers from mental health is pushed into a system that needs work. I’m asking the courts for a second independent review of the evidence against my client. I wanted to sit with you to tell you he deserves a second chance. He’s innocent until proven guilty. The photo proves there is an unfair bias toward media preference. You are negatively labeling my client and benefiting the prosecution. Calling him names and labels before he fights for his life in court. How are we being fair to the accused when he is a victim of your media prejudice?” Curtis said as he felt more confident.

      Sharon reached under the table and nervously pressed the panic button.

      “Take it to a break,” Alisha whispered to Sharon and told the production crew.

      The camera focused on Sharon. She looked like she wanted to cry. She placed her hair back in a bun.

      “No baby, no!” Derrick said as he saw his love lose a step of confidence.

      “We’ll be right back after a word from our sponsor,” Sharon said while Detective Wise turned on to America’s number one show. In time to see his love interest in his spot.
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      Sharon ran to the break room to grab a drink of water. Curtis showed his arrogant side with a smirk. He pulled out his phone, checking for any angry text from his wife. He knew she was watching Behind the Badge by now, and he was in the doghouse. He was not feeling guilty about casting a stone at his enemy.

      Sharon was embarrassed that the network allowed an intimate photo of her life to be displayed on television. Alisha approached Sharon. Knowing she was in a vulnerable position. It was a moment for Sharon to overcome a tight circumstance she hadn’t been in before. She was staring down her scandal in front of America.

      “What the hell was that mess?” Sharon yelled, feeling hurt and betrayed.

      Curtis and the production staff looked over to see what the commotion was about. Alisha pulled Sharon to the side for a more private conversation. Alisha closed the door to the break room. She knew that her staff would keep the drama going for her, filming for their behind-the-scenes special of the show. 

      “Hey, turn these cameras on and record this.” The production supervisor told her staff by snapping her fingers.

      “I’m sorry. Curtis knows how to pull a lot of strings. It’s one of his gifts. This one even went beyond my control. I have bosses that have bosses. Don’t let it get you down for a career moment. This may be a good thing. A minor scandal may take your career to another level like it hasn’t happened before. Atlanta is the new Hollywood. Brace this moment as a young woman when they talk about this case years from now. You can look back at this moment when that loser tried to steal your joy, and you came out victorious. Go out there with confidence. Let your hair down.” Alisha said confidently as she tried to console Sharon.

      “You are beautiful. Embrace that.” Alisha told her as she moved a strand of hair from Sharon’s eye.

      “I don’t know where to start. Or what to say,” Sharon said as she slowly sipped her water—trying not to fight her tears. She was trying to love again, and the joy was ripped away.

      Alisha placed her hand on Sharon’s shoulder.

      “I have confidence in you that this stage was meant for you. You go out there and show us you earned and deserve this. You may never know when you get a second chance.”

      “Back on in five.” A member of the production team spoke in their ears.

      “Go back to your seat and make sure that preacher boy knows never to mess with a boss like you,” Alisha said with a devilish chortle. It seemed to build Sharon’s ego as she understood perfectly.

      She returned her gratitude with a mischievous smile of her own.
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      Detective Wise sat with his cat and confidence juice. As she licked her paws, he rubbed her belly. His lips only tasted air after he tipped his glass to his mouth. He got up to refill his glass, but the theme song for Behind the Badge started the program. He sat back down and smiled when he saw Sharon’s face on the television.

      “Welcome back to our special edition of Behind the Badge. I’m your guest host, Sharon Wynn. I am here with defense attorney Curtis Key. Curtis, before the break, you said my relationship with prosecutor Derrick Washington. Shows an unfair bias towards your client negatively. Wouldn’t the evidence that the detectives have put together prove otherwise? I mean. He's the one on trial, right?”

      “Good question.” Alisha chimed in, pleased with Sharon’s comeback.

      Detective Wise smiled at the brief recognition. He loved his retired ego being stroked.

      The camera panned on Curtis.

      “The justice system is taking a man that tried to be a hero and had a mental medical relapse. They want to make him the suspect because they can’t come up with or justify any other suspects. No other leads or any other motives. No other suspects came into question. You losers think that lazy, no-good detective was doing a good job. The man couldn’t solve a peanut butter and jelly sandwich,” Curtis said as he took a moment to gather his next thought. He closed his eyes to remember what he had written down before Derrick interrupted him.

      Detective Wise pushed his cat onto the floor and turned the volume up. He was getting livid with the way Curtis referenced him. It crushed his egotistical feelings. He got up for his drink that time. He had an immense assortment of alcoholic beverages to choose from. He quickly picked up the Jack Daniels before Curtis could regain his focus on his following statement.

      “For the sake of my client’s mental health and your unfair bias in your consistent interviews with your love interest. It puts us at an unfair advantage in Glynn County. In a system that is supposed to be fair, it is only showing one side. You are partly to blame, and he deserves an apology from you and your boy toy. You put us in a position where the media screwed us.” Curtis said.

      “You go, Curtis,” Damon said as he got cheerful, watching Curtis have confidence in getting him free. He pounded his fist on his chest. Unknowingly, he pointed to the sky and acknowledged God. Damon started to exercise in excitement.

      The camera panned back to Sharon. She didn’t have a response. Her mind went blank like she had lost her soul in a dark place.

      “Say something,” Alisha said in her ear.

      “Come on, Sharon. Get your tampon together.” Alisha said.

      Derrick was watching his new best friend crumble on live television. He felt he was partly to blame. He felt sad for her as she looked like a lost child in a busy department store. Derrick knew it was all Curtis' fault and should have warned him of using such malicious tactics. Derrick reached into his pants pocket and pulled out his phone. He texted a number:

      
        
          
            
              
        “Meet me at the crib in 1hr. Someone needs to see Jesus.”

      

      

      

      

      

      Afterward, Judge Kirkland texted Derrick:

      
        
          
            
              
        “We need to talk. You don’t look good in America right now.”

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        “Not now. I will fix this.”

      

      

      

      

      

      Derrick walked into his closet as he continued to watch Sharon struggle. He unlocked his safe. He pulled out his weapon and loaded the magazine in the chamber. He cocked it back and placed it in his waistband.

      
        
          
            
              
        “Bet,”

      

      

      

      

      

      An unknown user responded.

      “Oh yeah, Curtis. We are going to see if you practice what you preach.” Derrick said as Sharon finally started to speak.

      “So, you’re saying a woman can’t get a head in life unless she opens her legs, Mr. Key?”

      “Yes. That’s right, girl!” Alisha burst into Sharon’s headphones. She was full of excitement.

      Lauren anxiously waited for Curtis to reply. She finally smelled the dinner burning on the stove as the smoke got darker from the boiling pot.

      Derrick smiled from his living room and clapped his hands in approval.

      Damon waited patiently for Curtis' response from his cell. He was standing in front of his small television to look closely at the action. The noises from the other cells were drowning out his sound. He decided on a better idea. He plugged his portable headphones from the commissary into the television.

      Detective Wise sat on his couch, slowly sipping the Jack Daniels. Keeping his mind focused on the action. He had his gun case open on the sofa where his cat once was—slowly caressing his 9mm pistol. He slowly rubbed his finger around the DW engraved on the handle. A gift from Detective Benjamin for his retirement. He was clinging to hear Curtis’s response.

      “Not at all, Miss. Wynn. I believe everyone should have a fair chance for their voice to be heard. That’s why I became a defense attorney. Since 2020, there have been at least 2,500 cases of exonerations. It shows that sometimes the justice system makes mistakes. I believe sometimes people fall into bad circumstances, and I am placed on this earth to defend those who can’t defend themselves. That’s what my heart desires, which is why I delight in my faith,” Curtis said.

      “I’m sorry, but faith will not have some angels carry your guy out like some fairy tale in the bible.” Sharon jabbed back quickly.

      “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding. Proverbs 3:5. Miss. Wynn.” Curtis said confidently in his words.

      “Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. Matthew 7:16.” Sharon said very assertively without missing a beat.

      “Wow. Good!” Alisha said in Sharon’s ear.

      “I see you have been doing some reading,” Curtis said.

      “I’ve been through a few journeys in my life.” Sharon laughed nonchalantly.

      “Is that something you learned in your rehabilitation program?” Curtis quickly asked nonchalantly.

      Sharon had a traumatized expression on her face. Something Curtis said had triggered a moment in her past she had tried to forget.

      “I would rather keep the subject on the current case and about your client.” Sharon tried to regain control of the interview.

      “You know what, Miss. Wynn.” Curtis leaned forward on his couch. He rolled up his sleeves as if he was going to get dirty. Sweat fell down his face. He was slightly overdressed under the bright light in the studio.

      Sharon rolled her eyes to mock Curtis’s movements.

      “Matthew 7:2 says,”

      “Not another bible verse. What is the point of all this, Curtis? You’re jumping all over the place." Sharon argued.

      “Please let me finish. I promise you there is a point to all this.” Curtis pleaded with his hands up in the don’t shoot pose.

      “Ok. Go on.” Sharon laughed him off. She was trying to make him look like a fool on television.

      Lauren sat back on the couch when she heard Sharon mocking her husband.

      “Don’t let her make you look like a fool, Curtis. You get her, baby. This is all your fault.” Lauren turned and said to Maple.

      Maple sat down to see her friend in the big box. She whimpered when she saw him—not knowing what to make of him behind that funny, loud thing the humans love to watch for hours.

      “Like I was saying. Matthew 7:2 says, For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.” Curtis said.

      The camera showed Sharon’s reaction. She wasn’t amused.

      “My client is only being accused of a crime, but you are a real killer yourself. Isn’t that right, Miss. Wynn?” Curtis said with a bit of arrogance.

      “Show the article,” Alisha told her production staff.

      An article was displayed across the screen about Sharon’s past. Her DUI manslaughter conviction resulted from the death of a mother and her child, pleading guilty to a lesser sentence.

      Sharon nervously pressed the panic button rapidly.

      On his couch, Derrick was stunned when he saw a young picture of a scared Sharon. He read the caption under the article.

      
        
        A college student pleads guilty to a misdemeanor, second-degree manslaughter charge. Will serve four years.

      

      

      “She wants to go to break.” One of the production staff told Alisha.

      Detective Wise dropped his Jack Daniels on the floor.

      “Say What?” He said to his cat. She continued to lick her paws by his feet.

      The sudden news and change of events made Damon sit on his bed.

      “That sucks!” Damon said as his heart pounded from the suspense.

      “We're not up for a break yet, sweetie. You have to talk your way through this,” Alisha said, purposely building the drama.

      “This is why we were number one.” Alisha barked at the staff. Some cheered and agreed. Just to place their boss on a higher pedal stool.

      “You killed that family and ran out of town after you served your time. You never apologized to her husband. He never saw his wife or daughter again.” Curtis said as the camera zoomed in on Sharon. Her eyes watered. Then her mouth quivered. She caught the first tear before it hit her mouth. Someone from behind the camera handed her a box of tissues. The second tear dropped on the table. She wiped the next few with the napkin as America saw Sharon crumble. She looked at the ceiling for answers. Then she thought it was God’s fault and became furious with Him and Curtis.

      Derrick sat on his couch, crushed to see Sharon hurt so much. He didn’t know her secret.

      Curtis slid back in his chair to back off. Feeling he may have gone too far with the plan Justin laid out. He was a great historian when the money was right to get the correct dirt. Curtis felt remorseful when the tears became too much for Sharon to hold back. As a man of faith, he knew he probably took it too far. Something he realized he was not proud of, but he wanted to do it for Damon.

      “Curtis. Now is not the time to play nice. You have a man’s life counting on you. He has faith in you. It’s time for you to walk by faith and not by see.”

      “Sight.” A staff member jumped in.

      “Whatever the hell it is. Take your shot, Curtis.” Alisha pressured him.

      She turned to her staff.

      “I’m about to win another award for this mess.” She bragged to her staff.

      “And lead us not into the temptation but deliver us from the evil one,” Curtis said to himself.

      “I paid my debt to society. I got out and moved on. I got my second chance. Your client needs to come to reality and face the same judgment, and, hopefully, my man won’t send his butt to death." Sharon slowly said with a bit of outrage in her voice. She was confident in her approach.

      If this was the great debate. It was a split decision in America’s eyes.

      “You don’t have the right to judge my client for his flaws when your crack addiction caused you to pass out behind the wheel.”

      “Okay. That was years ago. This is now. I paid for my mistakes and served my time. I’ve moved on.” Sharon yelled across the table.

      “Yeah, but he hasn’t moved on,” Curtis said as he pointed to the man that lost his wife and daughter the day she crashed into them. He was crying hysterically as the production staff showed a picture of them as a family before they died.

      At that moment, America stood still. The hearts of millions across the land from coast to coast. Felt the cold wrath the night that Patrick Reynolds got the heartbreaking call.

      Sharon cried out when she locked eyes with Patrick for the first time in ten years.

      “Excuse me.” She wept as she ran off the set. Sharon stormed into her dressing room.

      “We will be right back.” The show announced and flashed across the screen before it went off the air.

      Alisha approached Curtis on the couch during the commercial break.

      “Thank you, Curtis. You made the first segment of our show award-worthy. I think we are done here. We are going in another direction for the next segment. Good luck with your case. Mr. Key.” Alisha told Curtis as she extended her hand.

      Curtis shook her hand.

      “Thank you so much for the invite. I’m doing all I can to help a man walk free.”

      “Do you think he’s innocent?” Alisha asked him.

      Before he could answer her, Sharon stormed over and was stopped by the production staff.

      “Not a good idea.” The production supervisor told her as he stood, defending his boss, Alisha. Curtis stepped behind the couch, dodging a swing from Sharon’s purse.

      

  




***Justin Farlow was filming Sharon trying to attack Curtis on his cell phone. ***

      “You idiot. How could you backstab me like that?” She yelled at the top of her lungs toward Curtis.

      “You knew all this time. You are such a dirty.” Sharon tried to lunge at Alisha, but security grabbed her by the elbows. She connected to the head of the production supervisor, knocking off his headset.

      “Look, my friend. It was fair game. If you are going to throw stones, don’t be like the foolish and live in a sandy house.” Alisha told her with a dirty smile.

      “I swear, Curtis. You will get what’s coming to you. I hope you and that sleepwalking killer both burn in hell.” Sharon said she was being escorted out by security.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            39

          

        

      

    

    
      Sharon showed up at Derrick’s uncle's house feeling beaten and destroyed. Hurt that her past came back to haunt her. She’s been running for so long that she forgot to find love. She was reaching for success but failed to love herself. She couldn’t find the joy she sought because she envied what society told her she wanted.

      When Derrick opened the door, she fell into his arms. He carried her in like the wounded soldier she was. Derrick threw her purse on the table and directed Sharon inside his uncle’s home.

      “I saw what happened. How do you feel?” He asked her as he grabbed her hand. She melted on the inside. Someone cared about her for once. She fell in his lap like a sad puppy. He gave her a tissue. Sharon laid her head on his knee.

      “Here. Let me get you a pillow.” He told her as he placed one down for her.

      “Always a gentleman.” She giggled. She was grateful.

      “Thank you,” Sharon said.

      “For the pillow?” He asked, a little confused.

      “For this. I didn’t know where to go. All of America saw what happened. That dude played me. He walks around with his Bible preaching Holy Ghost stories and is as evil as the next SINNER!” Sharon said, raising her voice at the end. She was getting some of that fiery edge back. Derrick liked the spice in her.

      Derrick slightly removed her head off his knee.

      “Come here. Let me show you something.” Derrick said as he grabbed her hand.

      He led her to the kitchen. There was a lemon in the fruit basket. He tossed it to her.

      “Whoa!” She was surprised, but she caught it.

      “Nice catch!” He said as he handed her a knife.

      She giggled.

      “I wish I had this for Curtis.” She said with a devious smile.

      Derrick smiled and nodded his head.

      “I know what you mean. I got something for him too.” Derrick told her.

      Derrick’s phone vibrated in his pocket.

      
        
          
            
              
        “Outside.”

      

      

      

      

      

      His text read.

      
        
          
            
              
        “Fallback. Girl here.”

      

      

      

      

      

      “Everything all right?” Sharon asked.

      “Yeah. My mom has been on me since the photo came out on TV.” Derrick told her.

      “I turned mine off when I left the studio,” Sharon said—still cutting the lemon.

      Derrick pulled out the finest assortment of his uncle’s alcoholic beverages.

      “Grab the coke from the fridge, baby,” Derrick told her with a flirtatious grin.

      She smiled. It caught her off guard.

      “Calling me baby now!” She said. She forgot to use her inside voice.

      “I’m sorry,” Derrick quickly replied. He turned and gave her his full attention.

      “I just thought after the dressing room and a few dates. Plus, since America already saw us. Cats out the bag.” Derrick pointed at the television with a bit of regret.

      “Oh. No. I didn’t expect you to be so nice.” Sharon told him. She didn’t want to push him back. She became emotional again after his unintentional reminder of her interview with Curtis—another low point in her life.

      Derrick smiled at her. They looked each other in the eyes. He couldn’t read her body language, but she was ready to break down again. Unfortunately, she already cried all her tears on the way to see him. An awkward moment of silence and shameful thoughts filled their minds.

      “You still want the coke?” Sharon asked as she opened the refrigerator.

      "Ah, yeah. Please.” as he started the long island iced tea prep.

      “I downloaded this drink mix app. I’m about to make some of the best long islands on the island.” He tried to joke.

      Sharon laughed.

      “Ok, but I don’t think stand-up is in your future.” She tried to jab.

      “I got jokes, trust me. I’m the youngest. I had to get mine in." He handed her the first drink and said, “I had nothing but jokes."

      “Thank you.” She replied, trying to hold back another laugh. She couldn’t believe him. He was just too corny for her to take seriously. But she loved the fact he was intelligent behind his golden charm.

      “I’m lying. I don’t have Sugar, Honey, Iced Tea. Just long island.” He told her as she took her first sip.

      “Now that’s funny.” She laughed.

      “Wow, That’s good.” She said, trying not to spill any of it down her chin. The liquid courage reached her burning soul.

      “Don’t be pulling my leg. You like it.” He asked her as his ego became a little larger.

      She gulped the liquid courage.

      “No, I’m for real. This is good. Thank you. I mean, it’s a lot better than your jokes.” Sharon jabbed at him again.

      “Always trying to bust my butt,” Derrick said. He was trying not to show he was butt hurt.

      “At least you didn’t get your soul crushed OnLive television.” She said as she tried to look away. She didn’t want to have a nervous breakdown in front of him.

      Derrick took his mixed drink and a tall bottle of one of the most potent liquid courage in the collection. He motioned her to follow him back to the couch.

      “It is obvious Curtis had this plan to sabotage us both. This judge will be on my butt about this.”

      Sharon sat beside him. He placed his arm around her. She was startled by the stabbing bulge on her side.

      “Someone’s excited.” She said as she smiled.

      He couldn’t resist his sudden urge. He wanted her to know he was packing.

      “I haven’t used this in years.” He said as he pulled out the gun from his waistband.

      “I can tell. You have the safety off. Be careful before you kill one of us. As a matter of fact, shoot me. I’m sure I will get a call from human resources tomorrow. ” Sharon said.

      Derrick put the gun on the coffee table. He poured two shots of vodka. He picked one up and offered it to Sharon. She smiled and grabbed the bottle.

      “What are we toasting?” She asked as she gave him a wicked grin.

      “I’ll give it up to Curtis. He didn’t go for our proposal, as you can see.” Derrick said as he sipped the glass he offered Sharon.

      “Well, no Sugar, Honey, Iced Tea,” Sharon said as she took a long guilty gulp from the bottle of vodka.

      “Curtis got the knockout tonight. He won’t win this fight. His boy is guilty. I’m going to make a fool out of them both.” Derrick said as he grabbed the bottle from Sharon. He took a long swallow. The bottle has now half full.

      “Oh, no, you don’t. That’s the good stuff.” Sharon said as she reached over and wrestled him for the bottle. He held it ransom for a kiss. She gave in to his demands. He gave her the bottle, and she pulled away after the little tease.

      “You know what you need.” He told her as the liquid courage took over.

      The taste of her liquid addiction delayed her thoughts.

      “Besides a new job? Are you looking for a beautiful assistant?” She asked him.

      Derrick laughed. He couldn’t hold back hearing her sad puppy reaction.

      “That wasn’t what I was going to say, but since you asked. What are your qualifications?” He asked her.

      “Since I’m a reporter, I have good oral skills.” She told him with her puppy eyes.

      Derrick jumped to his feet.

      “When can you start?” He asked her breathlessly.

      “Are you offering benefits?” She jokingly asked.

      He extended his hand to her. She grabbed it, and he helped her to her feet.

      “How about a cruise?” He said as he turned her attention to the beach.

      “Where are we going?” She asked

      “It doesn’t matter, my love. As long as we’re cruising together.” He said as he hugged her. She smiled and placed her head on his shoulder. He turned her around.

      “Alexa, play Cruisin by Smokey Robinson,” Derrick commanded.

      The tunes of Cruisin played throughout the surround sound of the beach house.

      Derrick grinded his hips against Sharon as the song played the first fifteen seconds. Then he sang drunkenly and off-keyed to romance her in his shameful thoughts. He grabbed her below her waistline.

      
        
        
        “Baby, let's cruise away from herrrre. Don't be confused; the way is clearrrrr.”

      

      

      

      “Hold up? What do you know about Smokey?” Sharon asked him. Derrick ignored her and kept singing along as the liquid courage continued to build his confidence.

      
        
        
        “You want it; you got it forever. This is not a one-night stand.”

      

      

      

      He continued to sing to her. She danced with him as her liquid courage made her lose control.”

      “Please. Smokey is the jam in the Washington household. Every time that song played upstairs. We knew dad was about to get some. What do you know about Smokey?” He asked her.

      She took over right on cue and stole his heart. She sounded like his mother in the kitchen washing dishes.

      
        
        
        “You gonna fly away, glad you're goin' my way. I love it when we're cruisin' together.”

      

      

      

      Sharon’s sound outperformed Alexa’s volume, and Derrick felt motivated to jump in and harmonize.

      
        
        
        “The music is played for love, cruisin' is made for love. I love it when we're cruisin' together.” 

      

      

      

      They sang in perfect pitch together despite the extra juice in their soul.

      They laughed at the fun they were having in their duet.

      Then Derrick took over the singing himself, moving his hips for her.

      
        
        
        “Baby, tonight belongs to us/ Everything's right, do what you must.”

      

      

      

      He was still way off-key besides being drunk. She still had to jab at him.

      “Please don’t try out for no singing competitions soon.” She told him.

      He laughed her off.

      “You think you can do better.” He jabbed back. He wanted her to sing again. Already in love with her voice. She took his heart when she harmonized with Alex,

      
        
        
        “You gonna fly away, glad you're goin' my way. I love it when we're cruising together. The music is played for love, cruisin' is made for love, I love it when we're cruisin' together.”

      

      

      

      Derrick couldn’t resist the temptation of lust, and he kissed her. She held him close. She was waiting for him to make his move. She gave him confidence and took off his belt.

      Derrick took off his shirt and laid eyes on her. She took off her shirt and kissed him.

      Derrick led her to the bedroom as the song continued to play throughout the house.

      Right on cue. Derrick laid her on the bed and sang to her.

      
        
        
        “Baby, let's cruise, let’s flow, let's glide!”

      

      

      

      They followed the directions of Smokey Robinson as

      He told them.

      
        
        
        “Ooh, let's open up and go inside!”

      

      

      

      Derrick let the full effect of the liquid courage take over his mind when the song told them:

      
        
        
        “I can just stay there inside you, and love you, baby!”

      

      

      

      By the end of the song, with no regrets. They were cruisin' together.
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      It was late afternoon when Harrison and Judge Kirkland walked in on them—still sleeping on each other.

      “I see why it’s hard to get a hold of both of you,” Harrison yelled at them.

      Derrick jumped from his sleep. He covered himself with half of the sheet. His heart palpated when he saw Judge Kirkland standing there. Sharon slowly hid her face from the other half of the sheet. Embarrassed being caught in bed naked.

      “What’s going on?” Derrick asked.

      “I was worried you were dead. Your parents have been blowing my phone up, trying to reach you.” Harrison told them, a little frantic.

      “Wait! Why would you think he was dead?” Sharon asked, confused.

      “He suffers from depression from always being bullied in school. Boy, a little soft. I’m glad you are finally getting cookies.” Harrison told him with a dirty smile at Sharon.

      “He tried to commit suicide a few times. The boy’s a nut job like some people he puts away.” Harrison said as he mocked Derrick.

      “As you see, I’m fine. Why is she here?” Derrick asked. Now frustrated, Sharon knew his secret.

      “If you were dead. I needed a witness. I didn’t want some idiot to say I was sleepwalking and I killed you.” Harrison and everyone in the room laughed.

      “SHUT THE HELL UP!” Derrick yelled.

      Everyone stopped laughing. Sharon felt disgusted. Everyone laid eyes on Derrick.

      “I’m past that phase in my life. Besides, there is no shame in dating a woman to make someone want to kill themselves. So again. I’m confused, Unk. How are you here?” Derrick asked.

      Judge Kirkland handed him the morning paper.
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      Damon woke up rejuvenated from seeing Curtis take a stand. He felt a new hope but wasn’t optimistic about his freedom. He couldn’t understand how he caught the show on time. That was the last thing he said before he closed his eyes.

      “Thank God!”

      It led him to do the same as he came to his feet. As he rose, Damon again said,

      “Thank God!”

      The bible Curtis gave him fell from the shelf, and he bumped his head hard on the corner. He picked it up to a highlighted verse:

      Exodus 14-14:

      
        
        
        “The Lord will fight for you; you need only to be still.”

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Curtis read those exact words at the breakfast table. A missed call from Justin caught his attention. Before he hit send. Lauren stormed in. She was still frustrated from their last night’s argument. She didn’t acknowledge him as she walked into the kitchen.

      Curtis put his phone down. He didn’t want to be rude or ignore her by jumping on a phone call. That would start another argument.

      Maple left to chase the paper boy after he threw the paper at the front door. It made a loud bang that startled Maple. Lauren jumped when she heard the thud.

      “Good morning to you, too,” Curtis said as he closed his Bible.

      Lauren grabbed the milk and slammed it down on the counter.

      “I see you are still upset,” Curtis said with his face in his breakfast.

      “I told you to stop having too much faith in one case. You probably ruined that poor girl last night.” Lauren told him, still upset that her husband didn’t listen.

      “She’ll be all right. The Lord blessed her with good looks,” Curtis said with a smile. He looked up at the ceiling.

      “I wish he had given you a brain.” She replied behind her glass of milk.

      “But instead, he gave me you." Curtis jabbed back.

      She showed him a fist behind her unamused face.

      “You could have at least given her a sense of humor,” he said, Looking up and talking to Him.

      Curtis received a text from Justin.

      
        
          
            
              
        “We need to talk now.”

      

      

      

      

      

      Maple returned with the morning newspaper, distracting him from his phone.

      “Let me see that paper,” Curtis told Maple.

      The front page showed Derrick and Sharon making out in the open. The headlines read:

      
        
        THE LAWYER FALLS IN LOVE WITH KILLER.

      

      

      Curtis' phone rang.

      It was time to face last night's consequences.
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      Curtis was the last one to arrive at Judge Kirkland’s office. Harrison and Derrick were already waiting for the mandatory meeting she requested.

      “Sorry, I’m late. There are so many reporters outside,” Curtis said as he sat. He set his briefcase and Bible on the table next to him.

      Derrick looked at the Bible like he feared it.

      The serpent told him Curtis was only strong because he carried the word of God with him.

      “You take away a man’s God; you take away his life.” The left side of Derrick’s brain told him as he watched Curtis sitting across from him, full of joy even though he was on the hot seat for his interview.

      “The two of you made this case a total circus. I don’t know you.” Judge Kirkland pointed at Derrick.

      “But I know you. I should have known you would try some miracle whip hope.” Judge Kirkland told Curtis.

      “Your honor. With all due respect. This guy started it.” Curtis said in his defense.

      “He told me to talk to the press.” Derrick jumped in.

      “I didn’t tell you to get baptized,” Harrison said as he looked at Curtis. He smiled at his joke.

      “You got that one?” Harrison asked Curtis.

      His humor did not amuse Curtis.

      “What he did was more like bite the forbidden fruit.” Curtis jabbed back.

      “Hey. I like that,” Harrison said. He extended his hand towards Curtis. They agreed to laugh on Derrick’s behalf.

      “I don’t care who did what to who first,” Judge Kirkland yelled.

      “I didn’t want another Dai Hynes case in my courtroom,” Judge Kirkland told them.

      “Speaking of Dai. I’m letting both of you know my plans to ask Detective Wise what he was doing in this photo when he takes the stand.” Curtis told them as he passed around the photo that Justin had taken outside the trunk of his car.

      “What does this have to do with the case?” Harrison asked.

      “Just because we agree on stupidity. That doesn’t mean we are on the same team,” Curtis told him in his ear. The room still heard.

      “What do you want us to do to fix this?” Derrick asked. He was also interested in the photo. He was also trying to get the meeting on track. He was tired of being the topic of the conversation.

      “For starters. No one talks to the press from now on. Let’s try not to make this city look bad. We need the tourist, not the circus.” Judge Kirkland said.

      A sharp knock tapped on the door.

      “Come in.” Judge Kirkland yelled.

      “They’re ready for you, your honor.” A young lady announced when she opened the door.

      Judge Kirkland stood up and placed her black gown on.

      “We're going to be seeing each other next month. In the meantime, everything gets my approval, and stay away from the press, or I’ll make sure you have a hard time when you stand in front of me.” Judge Kirkland warned.

      Everyone nodded their heads.

      “May the best man win,” Judge Kirkland told them in dismissal.

      “I’m sure these two can play nice for the time being,” Harrison said.

      “You shut up. This is your fault.” Judge Kirkland told Harrison as she opened the door to lead the men out.

      Curtis passed Judge Kirkland first.

      “I’m sorry, your honor. You have my word. Not another sound from me.” Curtis told her as he left first.

      Derrick followed.

      “I’ll see you in court, your honor,” Derrick said as he left her chambers.

      Harrison watched Derrick walk out the door.

      Judge Kirkland closed the door on Harrison.

      “You better keep an eye on him.” Judge Kirkland told Harrison.

      Curtis called Justin as soon as he got in his car.

      “Curtis. Jeez. I’ve been trying to reach you all morning.”

      “Sorry, man. I got held up in a meeting. What’s up?” Curtis asked him.

      “Not over the phone,” Justin said in a frantic.
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      Curtis waited for Justin at Sidney Lanier Park. Justin had been acting paranoid since the phone call. Even though he always lived like someone was following him. Curtis was reading his Bible when Justin pulled over next to him. A young couple was fishing down the river.

      Curtis wondered why Justin tried to disguise his face with his baseball cap and dark shades. The black sweater was appropriate for the cold weather. Justin left his car and walked with caution toward Curtis. He was holding tightly to a small folder. He kept his eyes on the couple fishing. Justin was acting like he was a spy. He looked around before he got in.

      “What’s wrong with you? Are you on the run? I can hear your heartbeat from here.” Curtis told him.

      “After your interview and my article, I got to watch my back around here. I learned some stuff you wouldn’t believe. Nikki said I should trash this story and my Detective Wise story. Run and never see you again.” Justin said.

      “You and my wife are always paranoid? How’s that Detective Wise story coming along?” Curtis asked.

      “Well, after you break him down in court. I am counting on you exposing him. I think I have just enough to reopen my father’s case. It will mean a lot to Nikki,” Justin said as he removed his glasses.

      Curtis placed his arm around Justin’s shoulder.

      “I know, man. I have been praying for you. May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust Him.” Curtis told Justin as they shook hands.

      “Thank you, man. I appreciate that.”

      “No worries. You and Nikki are family. Tell her I said hello and take care of my guys in there.” Curtis told him.

      “Of course, bro. You know I got you.”

      “Okay. So, what do you have for me? What did you find for me this time?” Curtis asked him.

      “You know we boys and all, but business is business. You have my money?” Justin said, rubbing his fingers together.

      Curtis handed over his usual fee for Justin’s investigational work.

      “There are no refunds when you don’t hear what you like. You know my policy.” Justin said as he handed over the folder to Curtis.

      “Aww, what do we have here?” Curtis asked.

      “Did you know Susan was an anthropologist? Mostly biblical artifacts? I thought about you right away,” Justin said.

      “No, I didn’t. But I don’t know what it means in my case. And why are we in the middle of almost nowhere for this information?” Curtis asked with a bit of boldness in his throat.

      “You know you, my boy. I go to church because of you. So, I owe you one for what you did for me when I was hooked on drugs. But for some strange reason. I got this thing in my head that couldn’t go away. Someone in my head told me to use my gift to help you with this knowledge. I couldn’t sleep or work without this voice telling me. I need to do this. It’s so weird.” Justin told Curtis.

      Curtis placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “I think you had two hundred reasons to feel motivated to help. I am just saying. But if you’re feeling the spirit. I can take ten percent now.” Curtis told him with a smile.

      “Not so fast, my friend. My services are not for everyone. You have my anxiety killing me, digging into people’s lives. Having me scared for mine. I keep thinking Detective Wise is coming after me.” Justin told him. Looking over his shoulder, a little paranoid.

      “If I’m going to defend Damon, I need to know who Susan was and why someone would want her dead. So, I guess this background information is useful. But how?” Curtis asked.

      Justin smiled because he felt important. He loved helping his best friend. Even though Curtis didn’t know he saw him that way.

      “Susan was a Biblical Archeologist. I didn’t know there was such a thing. She had a mass collection of artifacts from the Middle East, Africa, and Israel. Get this. It would be worth a lot of money. Enough to kill for. She wanted to open a museum in Jekyll Island historic district,” Justin told him.

      “I don’t think Damon would have known any of this about her. I have always told myself. You know your victim; you know your killer,” Curtis said as he paused. He was thinking about different scenarios in his mind to defend Damon.

      “I’m confused. It still doesn’t explain why you couldn’t tell me this over the phone or how it helps Damon. What are you not telling me?” Curtis asked.

      “I was going back over the day Susan was killed. Your package, boy. Damon. She was getting a divorce from her husband. He wanted half of her collection. Her collection is worth more than their transportation company since they own half of Bigley Transportation. Her million-dollar side hustle with the museum. She was worth more, and I think he didn’t like it. Customs flagged a container from Bigley Transportation at the port. The same day, she was killed. She shipped all her collections through their transportation company except for the package your boy delivered. The heavy stuff went on the ships, but she awaited that package. Why was the package more important than artifacts worth millions? She wasn’t worried about border patrol. It didn't make the news because she died, and her son Colin cleaned it up before Detective Wise was flirting with your girl Sharon on live TV. Trust me. I was there.” Justin had to clarify to himself if he was there or not. He took his eyes off his phone and looked at the couple fishing again.

      “Whatever was in that package was worth killing for. It happened that the killer got there before the package.” Justin told him.

      “So, you believe my guy is innocent? And his story checks out.” Curtis asked.

      “That could be one point. I like to play Serpent’s Advocate. No pun intended.” Justin said, cracking a smile.

      “I think your guy needs to confess. The husband paid him to take his wife out on his route. He has his blood all over the house. The only thing missing is the package. He’s just a lousy killer, or she fought him back. They set her up, and they couldn’t clean up the mess. The witness called because he made too much noise. He had a panic attack and bailed out. He did his job without a plan, and he’s playing you now. I bet if I check their accounts. They have money hiding somewhere. If you want to know if your boy is legit, let me save you trouble, hack into his accounts, and find the money trail. I will find it.” Justin said, checking out the couple fishing.

      “Man, I love fishing. So peaceful even on a scary night,” Justin said.

      Curtis looked at the couple but didn’t care about fishing: just his case and Damon.

      “I don’t want to cheat any more than I have to. I have to repent for the rest of the year for what we pulled last night,” Curtis said—looking towards the heavens for an answer. He couldn’t see behind the sadness in the sky.

      “I’m in hot water if I don’t think of something by next month. You think somebody paid my guy to kill Susan and steal the package after he left, and Lauren was right? I have too much faith in one case again,” Curtis said, disappointed.

      “I don’t play detective. That’s just my theory. Sorry, brother. It looks like it’s bout to get nasty,” Justin told him as it started to rain.

      Thunder rattled the sky. Lightning struck the pond.

      “I can’t ask Damon about this evidence. We put some girl’s life on the line over a hunch. I need to know who paid him off. Suppose you are on to something. Can you find the other suspect? If your theory is true. Maybe this is what God wants us to do for Justice. I think I messed up when I hurt that girl like that. Just don’t break any federal laws. If that’s even possible.” Curtis said, feeling guilty about his interview.

      “It’s just my theory. I watch the first 24 all the time and Above The Law. So it’s not like it hasn’t happened before.” Justin said.

      “This case got weird, my friend. I don’t know if I’m defending an innocent or a guilty man.” Curtis told him.

      “Listen. I’ll see what else I can find for you. Good or bad. I’ll do this on the house since I owe you so many favors.” Justin said as he shook Curtis’s hand.

      “Thank you, my friend. I appreciate you. Stay blessed.” Curtis said.

      “Always,” Justin replied as he returned to his car.

      Curtis saw him drive off as the rain poured. Lightning and thunder orchestrated the sky.

      Curtis wanted to pray to God for guidance and a safe ride home.

      A sudden tap startled him on his driver’s side window as thunder pounded the sky. A man was standing there with a concerned look on his face. Curtis rolled down his window.

      “Is everything alright?” Curtis asked the frantic man fishing earlier.

      
        
        **Hours later, Justin and other media staff are dispatched to a local crime scene. ***

      

      

      Glynn County officials pulled a body out of the east river.

      Lead Detective Charles Benjamin confirmed the identity of Curtis Key.
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      The next day during visitation hours. Olivia and another man met with Damon to tell him the devastating news.

      Damon knew something was off when he was meeting Olivia in a conference room. She had a concerned look when he sat down opposite them.

      “What’s wrong? Where’s Curtis?” Damon asked them. He mostly looked at Olivia. He ignored the other man. Olivia became emotional. Her tissues were already balled up from her previous outburst.

      Damon hardly saw this side of her. He felt the chill of darkness in the room. He was upset. He couldn’t comfort her even without knowing the problem. The man next to her grabbed her hand.

      “Get your hands off her,” Damon demanded, but he kept his voice at room temperature.

      The man backed off.

      “I’m sorry. I’m Tyler Ford. I work at the public defender’s office. I think Olivia should fill you in on the rest.” Tyler told him as he extended his arm to greet Damon. Damon returned the exchange.

      “Baby, What’s wrong?” Damon asked.

      “They found Curtis' body in the river last night,” Olivia told him.

      Damon bowed his head and pounded the table in frustration. He felt emotional, and he began to cry.

      “Have you talked to Lauren?” Damon asked in his cracked voice.

      “No. Not yet. I plan on stopping by. I don’t know what to say.” Olivia softly spoke.

      “I bet it was that witch from the interview,” Damon said as he slammed his fist on the table.

      “It’s not nice to call people out their names. The Lord doesn’t like that,” Olivia told him.

      “If there were a God, I wouldn’t be stuck here, and my only chance of freedom wouldn’t be dead. I’m sure he doesn’t love me. Or is he punishing me for my sins?” Damon said.

      His anger at God deepened by the hurt of Curtis being taken away.

      “Baby, have faith. We will find a way. God works for the good of those that love him.” Olivia tried to comfort him. She reached across the table and grabbed his hand.

      “There is no hope here. Only failures and nightmares. Broken promises. Every man in here is asking God for a way out. We are all not going to get out free. That’s just life. If God loved me, I wouldn’t be here. Curtis wouldn’t be dead.” Damon said as he tried to remain strong.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt. We still must catch up on our case next month. I will be taking over as your lawyer. Unfortunately, I have little to work on because they couldn’t find Curtis’ case notes. So, I have nothing in a short time—just the police report and evidence and your story. I’m hoping Curtis’s interview did enough in our favor. It wasn’t smart and wasn’t like him.” Tyler told them as he mourned Curtis.

      “Let me guess. We can’t extend the court date?” Damon asked.

      “Good question. I’ve already tried. We were out of luck,” Tyler said.

      “What about Curtis? What happened? Who killed him? Please don’t tell me that Detective Wise is working his case?” Damon stuttered.

      “Calm down, baby. Don’t get yourself worked up.” Olivia told him patiently.

      Her anxiety was increasing, seeing her best friend struggle. She didn’t want to tell him about her medical problems. It would make his depression worse.

      “Detective Wise is now retired and will host some shows on American Crime Network next year. Detective Benjamin is working on the case as the new lead. So far, there are no leads or suspects,” Tyler informed Damon.

      Damon turned to Olivia.

      “If you see Lauren, send her my regards. I hope she doesn’t think this is my fault.” Damon told her.

      “Don’t get yourself down. We still have a long fight ahead.” Olivia told him.

      “Speaking of fighting. Please catch me up so I can have a fighting chance in court. The evidence is stacked up against you. I know your story, but I don’t know how to dance around this sleepwalking thing. Can you fill me in?” Tyler asked.

      Damon looked at Olivia. He didn’t know if he could trust Tyler.

      “It’s ok, baby. We have no choice but to trust him at this point,” Olivia told him.

      “I was high the day I walked into the house. I smoked a joint during my break in my truck. I know what I saw. I didn’t black out.” Damon told them.

      He saw the disappointed look on Olivia’s face. Tyler didn’t look confident in his client.

      “How confident are you in winning this case?” Damon asked.

      “I can’t bring up the fact you went in high on drugs. You will walk into their trap. It will make it look like you tried to rob her. It’s going to be tough. I have less than three weeks to catch up and develop something, but you must meet me halfway and be honest the whole time.” Tyler told him.

      Olivia continued to look upset.

      “What is it?” Damon asked her.

      “I thought you had quit smoking. You promised me. If you weren’t high, your head would have been on straight, and you should have called 911 if you were telling the truth.” Olivia said.

      Damon looked away. She was right. He didn’t keep up with his promise. Now he thought he was paying for his broken promise.

      “I’m sorry. I screwed this up. But I didn’t kill her. You know me. I’m not that kind of person.” Damon told her as he reached for her hands.

      She pulled back. She was hurt. The death of Curtis and discovering more about her husband. It was too much for her.

      “Look.” Tyler took control of the conversation.

      “We don’t have much time. I will return and get our game plan together. I don’t think you should take the stand when we go to trial. I don’t know how this guy will pressure you on the stand. You may walk yourself into a trap and look bad up there. We have three weeks to get this right.” Tyler told Damon.

      Damon nodded his head. He didn’t know what to expect. He knew he was scared. He looked at the desk, and his panic attack revealed the words ‘help me’ on the desk.

      “God! Please help me.” Damon cried to himself. (Romans 10:13)
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      The end of the three weeks came. It was now the seventh month Damon had been behind bars for the murder of Susan Bigley.

      He was led into the courtroom on a stormy Friday morning, bruised and beaten by the guards from the previous night. The Sleepwalking killer walked off the bus. The press and spectators were lined up outside, waiting to see the famous one. He was greeted with profanities by an angry mob ready for justice, mixed with locals, bloggers, and tourists. The intense crowd had to be controlled by the national guard. A few items were thrown in his direction, but he walked through untouched.

      His stroll through the courthouse made him dwell in darkness like those before him. Damon was escorted to his seat with whispers and the eyes of judgment focused on him.

      The lighting outside made the courthouse echo in the old building. Low, frightening screams circled the atmosphere like a haunted house. Damon glanced around at all the people gathered there.

      Olivia was there with a few of her church friends. They sat in the back. He didn’t want to draw attention to her when they made eye contact. They felt each other’s emotions from across the room.

      The storm grew louder. Anger flared inside Damon as thunder and lightning startled the crowd. The pounding became stronger as the heavens warned of the approaching threat. A film crew from Behind the Badge panned the camera over on Damon.

      He saw Detective Wise in his custom suit, looking arrogant. He was taking celebrity pictures and signing autographs when the crowd gathered inside.

      Damon saw Susan’s family scaling him. The family’s attorney, Ethan, was also there for moral support. He made eye contact with his husband. Thomas whispered something to his son, Colin. He also looked in Damon’s direction. Damon looked away in shame.

      Tyler arrived and took a seat next to Damon.

      “You’re all right?” Tyler asked as he greeted him.

      Damon shook his head. He glanced at Derrick, looking sharp and smooth in his three-piece suit and intellectual spectacles. Derrick’s confident demeanor intimidated Damon’s heart. Derrick was talking to District Attorney Harrison Gates.

      "Remember, it’s going to be a long day, but today is the day we will see if we can bring you home,” Tyler told Damon.

      “Remember what we talked about and our plan. A guilty plea today is not the end. But we are fighting to bring you home.” Tyler told him in his ear. The crowd was getting too loud with their chatter.

      “All rise for Judge Juliet Kirkland.”

      As the court rose to its feet, Judge Kirkland walked out.

      “Have a seat.”

      Judge Kirkland took command at her podium and put her reading glasses on.

      “Let’s Begin.”
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      Both lawyers remained standing while everyone else took a seat. Derrick took the court’s attention as he stood confidently at his podium.

      “This is the State of Georgia versus Damon David Faulkner, Case Matt 7:2 NIV, first-degree murder, felony conspiracy to commit first-degree murder. The State is ready to proceed, Your Honor. We have no pre-trial motions from both sides. We want to start with opening statements. And go in whatever order the court pleases.” Derrick told the court.

      “The defense has no objections?” Judge Kirkland asked Tyler.

      “No, your honor. I would like for the state to start first,” Tyler replied.

      “Very well. The State may proceed first.” Judge Kirkland announced.

      Derrick took center stage. Thunder shook the windows of the courtroom before he could gather his thoughts. He waited for the crowd to calm their emotions. Damon leaned forward in his seat to listen to Derrick’s every word.

      They locked eyes like prey animals. Derrick pointed at Damon and said:

      “Damon Faulkner killed Mrs. Bigley. And the evidence proves it. I will prove it.” Derrick told the courtroom.

      Derrick turned on the television hanging in the corner of the courtroom. It displayed a picture of Susan and her two children. Colin and Isabella at their high school graduation.

      “Before Mrs. Bigley lost her life. She was a successful businesswoman and a loving mother. A provider for the community and a soul that was taken too soon. For what? The state believes this, based on the evidence we will display later. Damon Faulkner was sleepwalking and killed Susan while attempting to rob her.” Derrick said as he pointed at Damon.

      The crowd reacted to his statement.

      “It may seem strange to consider a medical theory as the basis of this crime, but that’s not what I’m asking you. Ladies and Gentlemen of the jury. It is the pattern on which Damon Faulkner operates. The evidence places him at the crime scene, but his explanation to the detectives and his story change explains his decision-making. It also explains the process of his mental state when he encountered Susan in her home. A delivery driver thought he could get a quick score while doing his job. It was a good cover-up. Until it turned deadly. No one knows how many times he has done this before. Sadly, a family had to lose a loved one before we could take him off the streets. We all know drugs alter the mind. We all saw some of the zombie-looking druggies walking the streets. Damon Faulkner is just another zombie that walks in his sleep during his crimes. Think about the fear going through Susan’s mind seeing this zombie in her home, taking her hard-earned items. No one can defend themselves against a sleepwalking killer. Just listen to the evidence. Don’t ignore the evidence if you dislike the title or the theory. I have all the pieces for you to put together. I told you my theory. The motive is obvious. When you see the evidence, you will understand the crime. That’s why the state is asking the jury today. Don’t send another sleepwalker back onto our streets so this could happen to another mother! Another wife! Another daughter! Let’s give this family closure. Let's send this man to death like he did, Susan! Damon Faulkner broke in! Eased his way into her library. She startled him, and he killed her. With a flipping bookend! While under a spell of drugs. And that’s why I call him. The sleepwalking killer!” Derrick looked at the camera, presented by Above The Law.
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      Damon watched Tyler take the center of the courtroom. The anger of the storm outside drowned out every word he said.

      It was hard for Damon to listen to his words to feel a sense of confidence that this man would get him out.

      Damon was wrong. Wrong to trust Olivia with this no-good lawyer. He already knew he would have a better chance with Curtis.

      Tyler stumbled over his words as the storm shook the building. He didn’t know the case. He had no angle. He talked like Damon was a guilty man. Every time Tyler tried to make a point. He was drowned out by the thunder pounding the windows. The lights flickered intermittently with grunts from the crowd losing interest in Tyler’s words.

      Tyler’s argument was lost in his soft voice as the angry storm overcast darkness in the courtroom. Tyler loosened his shirt tie as he started to panic. Damon lowered his head, and his tormented words ‘HELP ME’ stared at him.

      “Damon is not the man for this crime. Thank you.”
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      Derrick retook the center of attention. Suddenly, the storm calmed down. No one noticed the change except for Damon and Olivia. They looked at each other when Derrick went to the first item and held up the elephant.

      “This is the item we believe Mister Faulkner used to break the window to enter the home. Why? It has his prints on it.”

      Derrick exchanged the elephant for a piece of thick paper. He held it above his head and waved it around for the court to see. He handed the paper to Juror number one.

      “Here, pass that around.”

      He placed another one on a projector for the court.

      “This is a D.N.A. match of his blood at the crime scene. The detectives found it by the front door. It proves he was defiantly in that house.”

      Then Derrick held up the shirt. Damon leaned forward. He was more than curious about what Derrick was holding.

      “We have his bloodstain shirt from the day he killed her.”

      “Crap!” Damon muttered to himself.

      He leaned closer to his Tyler.

      “That’s not my shirt.”

      “What do you mean? How do you know?”

      “Because I burned it. I burned it in the back of the house while Olivia was asleep. My shirt went to ashes. I promise you. That’s not my shirt.”

      Tyler raised his hand.

      “Your Honor, May I approach.”

      Judge Kirkland waived him in, and Derrick followed.

      The cameras tried to get close. Then it panned on Sharon Wynn in the audience, trying to disguise herself.

      “My client says that’s not his shirt.”

      Judge Kirkland rolled her eyes.

      “Oh. How does he know that?”

      “He can tell from back there that this one is smaller. He had his shirts custom fitted to his size.” Tyler stuttered. He was hoping she would buy that.

      “That’s bogus, Your Honor.” Derrick pitched to the judge.

      She nodded. The judge agreed but had to see.

      “Let’s see.” She told them.

      “Mr. Faulkner, please approach the bench.” She instructed him.

      Damon sat up and was met by a deputy. He was escorted to the judge and received the shirt from Derrick.

      “We will demonstrate to the jury and the audience that this is the size shirt Mr. Faulkner wears,” Judge Kirkland told the courtroom.

      Damon raised his hands to the deputy to undo his cuffs. The deputy looked at the judge and received her permission.

      Damon pulled the button-up shirt over each arm. It didn’t fit his broad shoulders. The buttons on the shirt couldn’t reach the holes on the other side. The jury took notice. A few impressions from the audience boosted Tyler’s confidence in Damon’s story—his confidence in putting in an extra fight in this case.

      “If it doesn’t fit. He must not be it.” Tyler yelled to the jury.

      Then Tyler looked at Detective Wise with his Behind the Badge crew.

      “If it doesn’t fit. He must not be it.”

      “All right, that’s enough. I don’t want a freak show in my courtroom, Mr. Ford,” Judge Kirkland yelled.

      Damon smiled and pumped his fist in victory to Tyler’s chant. A sign of hope. He looked at Olivia. She looked back and smiled. The deputy grabbed Damon to handcuff him back to his seat. Damon sat relaxed in his chair to watch Derrick’s next move.

      “Maybe the shirt didn’t fit. We don’t need the shirt.”

      Derrick paused. He looked at the jury. He turned his head to Judge Kirkland. He faced Damon and smiled.

      “We have the bookend.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            49

          

        

      

    

    
      Damon leaned forward when he heard those words.

      “How can they have the bookend?” Damon thought.

      “I tossed that in the lake by the docks. There is no possible way.” Damon said to himself as Derrick took a moment of silence to let the crowd react.

      “That’s not the bookend,” Damon told Tyler.

      “We can’t tell them you threw it in the ocean, can we?” Tyler questioned.

      Damon shrugged his shoulders.

      “You threw it in the ocean?”

      “Sort of.”

      Tyler stood up to address the judge.

      “Your Honor. We would like to know where the bookend was located. I don’t have in my notes that a murder weapon was ever found."

      Before the judge could react, Derrick responded to the question.

      “We found it during a search of the suspect’s workplace. It was placed into evidence but never logged in. The deputy who forgot to log it in properly was reprimanded. It is the bookend because we found blood from Susan's skull along the edges of the bookend. We assume it was the weapon he used to kill her.” Derrick told the courts confidently. He removed his glasses and looked at Tyler. He was mocking him silently and waiting for a reaction.

      Tyler sat down, confused by what had taken place. His rookie status as an attorney was showing. He was in over his head on his first case.

      Damon looked over at Detective Wise. They locked eyes, and the Detective gave him a devious smile.

      “I told you something wasn’t right. Now do you see? Now do you believe me?” Damon asked.

      “I’m doing the best I can?” Tyler said, trying to convince himself and Damon.

      Tyler’s words didn’t move Damon. Damon placed his hands over his eyes, knowing his fate would soon be over.

      Tyler zoned out from the rest of Derrick’s argument against Damon. He felt this case was slipping away from him. He came back to reality after he heard Derrick say:

      “Your Honor, the people would like to call our first witness.”

      Lightning illuminated the obscure sky. The courtroom jumped with every bolt that hit the old building.

      “Are we on tornado watch?” Someone in the crowd whispered. The courtroom looked out the window in response to the comments in the back row.

      Then there was the group of witnesses that became famous for their testimony. There were three. Now known for the American Crime Network’s hit movie, ‘The Great Three.’

      The first was an elderly woman who lived directly across the street. She had let the cat out when she saw the broken window. Concerned, she watched Susan’s house for several minutes until Damon rushed out the door. She called the police. The tape was played in the courtroom.

      “911, Do you need police, fire, or EMS?”

      “Police.”

      “What’s your emergency?”

      “I just let my cat out and saw a broken window across the street. Then a man in a brown uniform ran out, and I lost him.”

      “Ok, Ma’am. Go back inside and lock your doors. We will have a deputy dispatched to your location.”

      Derrick held up the shirt. Placed it inches from the woman’s face.

      “I know they claim it doesn’t fit. But do you recognize this shirt?”

      “It looks like the one he had on the day he came out of the house.”

      Tyler had his chance to cross-examine the witness.

      “Ma’am, when the man came out of the house. Did you get a look at his face?

      “No, his back was turned.”

      Damon looked around the courtroom. The jury seemed to notice the woman. A win for Tyler, he thought.

      The second witness was a young woman. She had been driving down the road, visiting her mother, when she spotted Damon breaking the window. She’d pulled over and mistakenly called her mother first, gossiping about what she was seeing. It wasn’t until Damon had driven away that she called the police. Her call was also played for the jury.

      “911, What is your emergency?”

      “Hi, I was driving in the Hastings neighborhood, and this APS driver broke a window and entered someone’s house. He was inside for like ten minutes and ran out.”

      “OK, we will send a deputy over right away.”

      Derrick held the elephant for the audience. Then made a circle and showed the jury. He placed the elephant inches away from the young woman.

      “Do you recognize this?”

      “Yes, that’s what he threw to break the window."

      Tyler threw his hands over his head. Speechless. He looked over at Damon. Tyler felt the case was getting out of hand for him.

      “Do something,” Damon yelled at Tyler. Tyler turned red and stuck his pen in his mouth. He was embarrassed that he was unprepared to defend Damon.

      The third witness was the owner of that worthless barking dog that hunted Damon. He was home the whole time and didn’t care that his dog was harassing the delivery guy. After the barking didn’t stop, the retired veteran stepped outside to see what all the fuss was about. He spotted the APS truck down the road. He scowled at it, wanting it to go away so he could get some peace.

      When the third witness heard Susan was found murdered, his suspicions flared. Since he was a fan, he called Detective Wise immediately and told him about the APS driver. He knew he didn’t belong. Two other witnesses that saw the same truck directed Detective Wise toward Damon—the driver of the route.

      Hardly a witness, but it was good enough for the court. The jury hung on his every word. Some spectators cried when the veteran told the story of his loneliness now that Susan was gone.

      Tyler couldn’t question the witness. He had no angle to play—a loss for Tyler. Damon miserably thought to himself as he tried to make eye contact with Olivia. A cameraman from American Crime Network was blocking his view.

      Derrick returned to the middle of the court. Then, the tangible evidence. The bookend that Dr. Hartman never saw.

      Dr. Hartman noted the bashes on Susan Bigley’s head but emphasized he didn’t see the weapon. When Tyler asked why he didn’t compare the weapon to the victim, he hesitated in his response:

      “Detective Wise never brought me the weapon as I requested. I kept getting the runaround.”

      “Why didn’t you get it from the DA’s office? It’s just upstairs from your building. A simple phone call to Derrick or Harrison could have helped,” Tyler asked.

      Dr. Hartman sweated. He grabbed a napkin from his packet and damped his face.

      “The weapon had been in a different location beyond my knowledge.”

      “So, you’re saying it was missing at some point?”

      “Objection!” Derrick interrupted.

      “Dr. Hartman wouldn’t be allowed to have access to classified evidence. That’s why he’s kept out of the loop. We did it to keep the integrity of the case, Your Honor.”

      “Sustain,” Judge Kirkland ruled.

      Tyler danced around the courtroom as the thunder kept pounding.

      “If you wanted to see the weapon for comparison, was it available to you?”

      “No.”

      “So, we can’t be certain that the bookend is the actual murder weapon?”

      “No, I guess not.” Dr. Hartman replied.

      Derrick slammed his pen on the desk. The crowd showed a little emotion from Dr. Hartman’s statement. The jury didn’t budge when Damon looked their way. He felt that was a win on Tyler’s part.

      Damon looked over at Olivia. Someone was busy whispering in her ear.

      “No further questions, Your Honor.”

      Tyler walked back towards his desk, fist-pumping the air toward Damon—a sign he was trying his best.

      Retired Detective Jeffery Wise took the stand in his post-retirement jacket, which read American Crime Network. The cameras were rolling as he sat confidently at the podium. The famous Detective explained to Derrick and the court. How he discovered Damon was his man.

      “After hearing a witness report that an APS driver had broken into the house, we sent a team of deputies to the office and got permission from their manager to search the trucks. We found a metal fragment at the bottom of one of the trucks that could only have belonged to the other bookend. There was a trace residue of blood on the floor where it landed. We matched it to Susan Bigley’s blood. The bookend was found hidden in the back of the truck. Due to secrecy, only myself, another deputy, and district attorneys knew the details of the bookend. And since Damon’s truck was scheduled to be cleaned that day. Lucky break for Glynn County and us. We were right on time.”

      “So, this is the same bookend used to kill Susan?” Derrick asked.

      “Yes.”

      Damon and Tyler both looked at each other. Desperate faces, as if they were teammates looking for a Hail Mary. They both knew it was game over.

      Damon slumped in his seat. He felt defeated hearing Detective Wise blame guilt on him. It was time for him to come clean.
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      During lunch recess. Damon convinced Tyler to let him take the stand. Olivia wasn’t happy about it, but Damon thought he needed his voice to be heard—a way to save himself in front of the eyes of judgment.

      After swearing to tell the truth, and only the truth, so help him, God, the first question was straightforward. Derrick didn’t hold back any punches.

      “Mr. Faulkner, police records say you denied ever entering Ms. Bigley’s home on Tuesday, September 26th, or at any point in your life. Do you stand by that answer?”

      Damon tried to wipe the scowl from Derrick’s face.

      “No.”

      He saw Olivia in the corner of his eye. Her eyes were scrunched as she tried not to cry. She leaned against a friend’s shoulder.

      Derrick narrowed his too-small eyes.

      “Then let me ask you again – where were you on September 26th at 2 p.m.?”

      “Probably delivering a package.”

      “No, sir. You were delivering a package. We have your timestamp here." Derrick said, holding up a yellow folder.

      “Delivering a package.”

      “Did you enter Ms. Bigley’s home?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      Damon knew they suspected he had wanted to steal something. But would any burglar be so stupid as to break a front window in broad daylight to steal?

      “I heard screaming. I couldn’t get in, so I broke the window and climbed to help. By the time I got there, Ms. Bigley was dead.”

      For the next hour, Derrick grilled him on every detail. What he did, where he went inside the house, and if he saw anyone else…

      Then came the dreaded question: “Why didn’t you call the police?” Derrick finally asked.

      Damon swallowed. His throat was dry. He took a small sip of water from the bottle resting on the wooden table in front of him.

      “I was scared,” he admitted.

      “I’d just broken into a house. No one else was around. I was afraid I’d be the prime suspect. A poor man in a rich neighborhood.”

      Derrick gave him a pitiful shake of his head. Tyler had his face buried in his hands. Damon had more faith in Curtis. He knew his slim chances of freedom were wasting away the more he sat on the stand.

      “Brother, I’m afraid you’ve made it much worse on yourself,” Derrick said.

      “Didn’t your mother ever teach you about honesty?”

      Damon was tired of this arrogant man. He wanted to punch the teeth right out of his face.

      “It was a mistake!” Damon burst out loud. He couldn’t control his emotions.

      “I should have called the police!”

      The courtroom went silent. All eyes widened toward Damon.

      “If your story is true, you are an accomplice to the murder,” Derrick nearly growled. “What if paramedics could have saved her?”

      “She was dead, all right?” Damon snapped.

      “You think I don’t know what a dead body looks like?”

      Gasps were heard throughout the courtroom.

      He bit his tongue. Someone dropped a book, the loudest sound Damon had ever heard, followed by the thunder shaking the windows.

      “I don’t know, Mr. Faulkner… do you know what a dead body looks like? Have you seen more than you care to admit?” Derrick asked as he became face to face with Damon. Damon could smell the coffee and peppermint on his breath.

      “Objection!” Tyler stood, enraged.

      Damon lost focus. The courtroom was too loud, too claustrophobic. He wanted Olivia to take him home, make him a good meatloaf with gravy, and end this nightmare.

      “No further questions, Your Honor,” Derrick told the judge as he returned to his seat.

      Tyler declined to cross-examine. He didn’t know how to handle this case. It showed in the courtroom. Tyler felt the evidence, and his admission left the case out of his hands.

      Judge Kirkland dismissed the jury for deliberations.

      Damon was led back into a holding cell. He was waiting for the jury to determine his life. He was wondering about all the scenarios he could have done differently, with no other signs of hope. Damon closed his eyes.

      “God, please help me get out of this. Please,” Damon said to himself. He thought about Curtis.

      “Faulkner. They’re ready.” A deputy announced as he approached to open the cell.

      He led Damon back to the courtroom, where everyone waited. Damon made eye contact with Olivia. She was crying like she already knew before he took his seat.

      “All rise for Judge Juliet Kirkland!” The deputy yelled when she walked out.

      “Have a seat.” She told the courtroom.

      “Has the jury reached a verdict?” She asked the lead juror.

      “Yes, Your Honor.” She replied.

      “You may proceed with the verdict.” Judge Kirkland instructed.

      “We, the jury, in the case of the State of Georgia versus Damon David Faulkner, Case Matt 7:2 NIV, first-degree murder, felony conspiracy to commit first-degree murder. We find the defendant.”
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      “Life without parole.” The phrase Damon played over in his mind as he sat on the transport bus outside the Glynn County Detention Center. It was a long drive to Jekyll Island for Damon. Hell’s Island is what he heard it was called while he sat in the county jail. The bus ride was his last chance to see the world. He was handcuffed to a young fellow—a youthful version of himself. Late teens with his baby face still smooth. His mustache was waiting to grow, and he wore the same guilty slavery of the state orange jumpsuit as Damon. 

      Damon could see the fear on his face. It was the same fear he had on his. They both smelled like fresh meat, like a defenseless animal in the wild surrounded by lions. The young fellow whispered to himself and gnawed at his fingernails. He was holding onto his new life in his manila folder. His identity, his charges, and his case file. Damon didn’t bother to look in his folder. It was all lies to him. The only truth about that folder was his name.

      Damon leaned over to the young man and whispered, “Don’t do that. It shows weakness. You tough it out.”

      The young fellow put his hands back on his lap and straitened his posture. You can still see him crying inside and holding a tight grip on his life file.

      “I know about prison life. Watched it on American Crime Network. I can’t believe I’m in this life now.” The young man stared at the ceiling and closed his eyes. He was capitulating his inner thoughts just like Damon was doing his.

      Damon continued looking through the small window, his freedom passing by with each tree he saw. On the window, he saw the exact words that continued to torment him. ‘Help me.’ 

      Damon knew it. He sensed and felt it. Help was not coming. Not even Olivia could save him now. He wanted to get back to that job he hated. The smell of her essence and her warm lips that touched his after his long shift, looking into her eyes for the blue sparkle that reflected in the light.

      Instead, Damon looked at muggy waters as the prison transport bus began the 100-mile journey to Hells Island. 

      Damon sat back and put his shirt over his nose to mask the undeniable smell of the sewer water. 

      “Smell that, boys? Welcome home.” The bus driver yelled out, peering through the mirror. A grim smile on the driver’s face as he saw the torture the men were in.

      Grunts and moans faded in and out from the inmates. The men tried to hide the smell through their shirts. It was still tough for any of them to handle for the first time.

      “Welcome to hell, where you are welcome to sell. All scars we earn them.” An inmate rhymed.

      Damon moved closer to the young man. 

      “This is real young man. This is as real as it gets.”

      The young man looked back and shook his head several times.

      “Naw, big dog. We haven’t seen the real deal yet. But God is with us. That’s what my dad says.” The young man told him.

      Damon nodded at the young man. He knew he was right. He didn’t want to get the man's hopes down about God being in prison. Damon felt God gave up on his life. God took Curtis away. Took away his life. So he didn’t want to hear about God on his first day in prison.

      This would start the first day of the rest of his life. Damon knew he hadn't seen the real deal yet—the reality of prison on Jekyll Island.

      The bus arrived at the prison on Hell's Island. One by one, the guards let the prisoners exit the bus. Damon glanced around, surveying his unusual surroundings. Damon followed behind the young man as they were led toward the information center. He felt the free, cold air across his face. The barbed wires on every corner denied him every moment of freedom, but the joy of the birds was worth watching.  

      Damon heard the water that separated the prison from a distance. The prison fence kept him from seeing Olivia. He thought about how she could drive to see him in chains, like a slave to the state of justice. Justice that denied his freedom. His opportunity to love her again.

      Sure, those fences could prevent Damon from seeing the living inhabitants of his heart, but they couldn’t do anything about his new relationship with the sky. He was lost under the weight of all that sky, seeing the heavens open. It gave him hope he could touch freedom.

      “Keep it moving. Let’s go!” A correctional officer yelled at Damon.

      Staying put, Damon took one more look into the deep blue sky. A man’s face in the cloud reminded him that someone was watching over him.

      “Are you hard-of-hearing boy?” An officer confronted Damon.

      “No, Sir.”

      “I better not have any trouble with you. Just because you beat up on women doesn’t mean you can beat something in here. Are we going to have problems, boy?”

      “No. Sir,” Damon said. He turned to see the young man chained to him. The young man took notice but didn't look at the officer.

      The officer gave Damon a stern look. He smiled and stepped back. 

      “Look, boys, we have a celebrity in our presence. The Sleepwalking killer himself.” The officer announced as he clapped his hands. Giving Damon the attention he was hoping to avoid.

      Several inmates in the line turned and looked at Damon. A few officers gave Damon a stern look. The officer stopped clapping and shoved Damon forward, and yelled,

      “Keep it moving.” 

      Damon tripped forward but held his balance enough for a bit of help. The young man behind him grabbed him, stopping him from his fall.

      “Thank you,” Damon said as the young man had his arm around him.

      “Don’t worry, man. I got you.” The young man told him.

      “What’s your name, kid?”

      “Gabriel.”

      “All right, Gabriel. This is the first for me too. I'll try to look out for you, man, but if you get into trouble. Fights. Stuff like that. You’re on your own. We know there’s politics.”

      Gabriel stood, keeping his head down to hide his guilt.

      “I will do my best. I’m not here by choice.” Gabriel said in Damon’s ear.

      “Yeah, well. Welcome to the club, kid. I’m innocent. Half the men here would say they're innocent. We're in hell now, Gabriel. The only way out is in a box for me.” Damon said. 

      The line continued to move the inmates toward intake. Correctional officers, one by one, uncuffed each inmate.

      “Put your hands behind your back and wait to be called.” The officer told Damon when he reached the front of the line.

      “This must be when they ask you all those stupid questions,” Damon told himself under his breath.

      “Next,” Damon heard from the corner. A woman raised her hand.

      “Go ahead.” The officer said, pushing Damon along.

      Damon strolled to the desk with the small uncomfortable seat. Damon tried to find a comfortable position.

       Finally, he met her.
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      “Hi, I’m Nikki Wright. I’m one of the guidance counselors and prison advocates here. I also used to be a paralegal in law school. Apparently, I’m not smart enough to pass the bar.” Nikki said with a gentle smile.

      Damon nodded his head in understanding. He cracked a smile when he sensed the welcoming comfort from Nikki. He noticed the cross hanging from her neck. Damon didn’t want to be around another person of faith. He lost faith the day he was sentenced to life on Hell’s Island.

      “I can see you real down-to-earth, Ms. Wright.” 

      “Call me Nikki. I wouldn’t say ‘down to earth.’ Especially in prison. I just grew up without my father. In fact, he was in this same prison. I took a job here seven years ago. Tried to help my father get off death row. I felt the evidence didn’t match up. This hot shot detective.” Nikki paused.

      “I’m sorry.” She said as she rubbed her face.

      “No, it’s all right. I understand. All of us inmates need help from time to time.” Damon said.

      Nikki grabbed a blank form from her stack. She picked her pen back up.

      “We should move on.”

      Damon looked up to see his new acquaintance, Gabriel, still waiting in line. He glanced at him and gave him a head nod.

      “Name?” Nikki asked. Bringing him back to focus.

      “Damon. Damon Faulkner.”

      Nikki paused after recognizing his name. She put his face and name together. She didn’t know if she was afraid or star-struck of having the Sleep Walking Killer in front of her. She touched the cross around her neck for confidence. A supernatural calm eased her heart. She continued. Wanting to rush through this inmate in front of her.

      “Do you belong to any gangs, Mr. Faulkner?”

      “No.”

      “Addicted to drugs?” She questioned.

      “No.”

      “Any communicable diseases? HIV, Hepatitis, Cancer? Anything like that?”

      “No.”

      “Any history of mental health?” 

      “No.”

      “Good. Let me see your folder.”

      Damon handed over the manila folder. Nikki looked at his identification page. Compared the profile picture to the man in front of her. Copied his information on the same form she was writing. 

      A chill ran down her spine, and a supernatural calm filled her heart. She felt peace on her right side. The warm presence comforted her. It boosted her spirit. 

      Nikki turned to the next page. She shifted her position in her seat. The feeling became more intense. 

      Damon noticed the change of demeanor in Nikki.

      “Is something wrong?” Damon asked her.

      “Are you sure you don’t have a mental health issue?” She asked.

      Damon looked at Nikki. He figured she was judging him for his crimes. His title was the sleepwalking killer. Damon stared at her. Nikki moved her hands to signal him to answer. He felt she was getting impatient.

      “No,” he said.

      “Damon, are you sure you don’t have any or had problems in the past?” Nikki asked. Knowing this would be the only way for her to help.

      “No.” Again he replied. This time, his demeanor changed to a defensive tone. He crossed his arms against his chest.

      “Hands on your lap, inmate!” A correctional officer yelled from across the room. Damon slumped in his chair after he placed his hands on his knees. Nikki waved off the officer, and he kept surveying the intake area.

      Nikki extended her arm to the edge of her little desk.

      “Look at me, Damon.”

      The change of name caught Damon off guard. Nikki looked into his eyes like they were speaking the same language. Damon figured she was trying to tell him something but wasn’t sure. Breaking the silence. 

      Damon said. 

      “Yes.”

      “Good. What kind of mental help do you suffer from?”

      “No, I meant yes to answering you. I was acknowledging you.”

      “Do you suffer from anxiety or depression, Damon?”

      Damon didn’t understand why Nikki wasn’t listening. He gave up because he knew he wasn’t going anywhere. If he’s not depressed now. He would be biting his nails and pacing around later. Damon thought he could use whatever medication they gave him to buy extra commissary with the other inmates.

      “Depression.”

      “Alright. Let’s start over and book you a session.”
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      Damon met up with his new acquaintance, Gabriel, as he left Nikki’s desk.

      “How did it go?” Gabriel curiously wanted to know.

      Damon shrugged his shoulders.

      “Typical stuff. Nothing new.”

      “Well, I’m going to be in dorm three. One of the newer sections of the prison. The lady said they have work detail I could take advantage of.” Gabriel told him.

      “Yeah, well. It looks like we will hang out after all.”

      Both men exchanged their guilty orange jumpsuits for mild green ones. A color to hide their crimes and help blend in with the rest of the unit. Together they walked freely without handcuffs with their new life in their hands. 

      “Open dorm three!” A correctional officer radioed into the tower. The new inmates were the only new batch assigned to dorm three. They waited in line to get their new cell assignment from the command desk.

      The inmates’ attention in the common room turned to the new warm bodies of Hells Island.

      An inmate from a distance whistled three times.

      “Fresh meat!” Damon heard behind him. He looked at Gabriel but didn’t see a reaction from the young inmate.

      “Faulkner, 341.” The officer instructed and motioned him to his new cell.

      “New meat.” Damon heard several inmates yell at him. Both men walked up the long stairs towards what will now be home.

      “All right, Gabe. I’ll see you in the morning. Watch yourself.” Damon said as he positioned himself to take the lead. Damon slowly led the two on their short walk. His heart was pounding, but he was still walking with confidence. He knew he was being judged with every step he took. Every eye sized up Damon to see if he was a predator or prey.

      “Welcome to the jungle," an inmate greeted him when he walked past the first cell. Damon made eye contact with the officer below as he approached his cell assignment.

      He took two steps in. Damon smelled the mixture of urine and bleach.

      The man stood up and stuck his hand out.

      “Anthony.”

      “Damon.”

      The two shook hands.

      “Top bunk is yours. If we keep it clean here. We’ll have no problems.”

      Damon nodded. He sat his belongings on his bunk. Anthony was smoking an E-cigarette.

      Damon leaned on the wall and folded his arms. Anthony handed him the E-Cigarette. Damon took it with no hesitation.

      “So, what’s this place like?” He asked Anthony.

      Anthony rumbled about the politics he must follow to stay safe in dorm three and prison. He talked about Warden Jarrett Giles and how stern he was about keeping the prison a military-style operation. 

      “Watch out for the Warden,” Anthony said. 

      Damon wasn’t paying attention to his words. His mind zoned out, thinking of Olivia. What was she doing now? Who was she with? Was she mad at him? If she still loved him? Damon kept asking himself.

      “Bro, Bro.”

      Damon refocused on Anthony as he was handing him back the E-Cigarette.

      “What are you in for?” Anthony asked.

      Damon sat on the bench and grabbed the E-Cigarette. He took in a deep, long inhale.

      “Trust me. It’s a long story.”

      “Good thing I got life.” Anthony firmly said. He crossed his arms and looked Damon in the eyes.

      Damon looked over at Anthony. His new cellmate for the long or short haul. He knew this story would make or break his new cellmate’s approval.

      “All right, where should I begin?” Damon said as he inhaled the smoke.
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      The following day, two deputies led Damon to the administration building. One was Deputy Bradford, known for being one of the prison’s dirtiest guards. They watched Damon’s every move. The chains were tightly secured around his body. It changed his pace to a snail's walk. Deputy Bradford stuck him in the ribs with his baton to move him along.

      “Sorry, move faster, and you won’t get bumped.” Deputy Bradford said with a dirty grin.

      “How about you watch your step?” Damon said in defense.

      Deputy Bradford struck him again.

      “I’ll try my best, inmate.” 

      Damon tried to pick up his pace, but the chains held him down like cinder blocks. The cuffs cut deep into his wrist as he tried to maneuver into a comfortable position. Each turn of his wrist made the metal cut deep into his bone. Damon bit his lip to mask the pain of his skin being ripped apart. The two-minute walk seemed like a two-hour journey. Damon’s mustache tickled when the beads of sweat fell from his lips. He took a sigh of relief when he reached the counselor's office.

      “Have a seat.” Officer Bradford instructed Damon.

      Damon sat on the metal stool in the hallway.

      “You mind removing these cuffs?” Damon asked.

      Deputy Bradford reached for his baton to strike Damon, but he was stopped when he heard Nikki approach.

      “Mr. Faulkner, right this way, please.” Nikki motioned Damon into her office.

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      Damon followed Nikki into a small office that reminded him of the interrogation room he once was in. 

      “Not so formal in here,” Damon said as he looked around the room. Noticing the mirror on the other side.

      “Who’s watching us in there?” Damon asked.

      “Have a seat. Deputy Bradford instructed Damon.

      Damon sat down and placed his hands beside the metal ring on the table. Deputy Bradford cuffed Damon and left the room. Closing the door behind him.

      “Look, we have little time. We have only thirty minutes, two days a week. No other contact than that. That window is for my protection. You should understand. You are an inmate. Someone is watching but never listening. Everything is confidential. You have my word on that.” Nikki gave Damon the quick run-down.

      Deputy Bradford was at the other side of the window, listening to their conversation, breaking the rules for the Warden, and looking for a special favor.

      “I still don’t understand. Why am I here?”

      Nikki paused. She couldn’t get the words to tell Damon.

      “I don’t know. Maybe this was a mistake. I’m sorry.”

      Nikki made her way to the door, but Damon jumped up. Grabbing the attention of Deputy Bradford.

      “Wait.”

      Nikki jumped back, startled. Two taps pounded the mirror.

      Damon used his free arm to direct Nikki to sit across from him.

      “Please.”

      Nikki waved at the mirror. She sat in front of Damon.

      “I don't understand. Why am I here?” Damon asked.

      After hearing the two knocks on the window, another correctional officer walked in on Deputy Bradford.

      “Everything all right in there?”

      Deputy Bradford turned off the two-way intercom before getting caught violating prison rules.

      “Yeah, this Faulkner dude is something else, I tell you,” Deputy Bradford responded quickly. 

      Nikki leaned closer to Damon.

      “I think my father was set up for a crime he didn’t commit. He was case number one for this new hot-shot detective.” Nikki paused and pulled at her hair.

      “What does your father have to do with me?”

      “I think my father was the beginning of my journey. And I think you are the end of it.”

      Damon turned his head in confusion.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You are number one hundred and the career-ending case of the man who killed my father... Detective Wise.”
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      The first Sunday finally came for Damon. The inmates had the opportunity to attend church or have free time in the common area. It was a leisurely day at the prison. Family time was scheduled in the evening to help inmates end their day with loved ones. It was also good revenue for The Jekyll Island Authority. A shop for souvenirs and other stores for guests. A chance to buy inmates high-priced items approved by the prison.

      It was also Damon and Olivia’s first family day at Oglethorpe State Prison. This wasn’t the first visit for Olivia to see him through a window connected to a telephone. This would be their only communication until he became a trusted inmate and showed exemplary behavior.

      Olivia was already waiting for Damon. They made eye contact before he sat down. Olivia reached for the phone. Damon stared at his wife for a few more seconds before reaching for his phone.

      “How are you?” Damon asked as he picked up the phone.

      “So, you’re seeing a therapist now? After I have been trying for years.” Olivia couldn’t hold back her emotions.

      “It’s not like that. It happened a few days ago. When I got here, how do you know?” Damon asked. 

      “I ran into her during check-in. She gave me my badge. Nikki told me she is trying to get you to open up more about your anxiety and wants to reopen your case. I think it’s good for you here. I like her. She is a good person to have around. A person of faith. I asked her to look out for you when I’m not around.” Olivia told him. She looked down at the floor. She didn’t mean to let it slip so soon. 

      Damon looked puzzled. He didn’t understand what she meant.

      “What do you mean?” He asked her.

      She looked at him. She placed her hand on the glass—a bond they had made between them.

      He placed his hand over hers. 

      “What?” Damon asked. 

      “The scans came back positive. I have breast cancer.” She told him as she cried.
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      Damon sat in Nikki’s office. His mind was focused on Olivia. Her new diagnosis. He was upset he couldn’t be there to support her. 

      Damon and Nikki had scheduled a counseling session to help him get accommodated into his new prison life.

      It was hard for Damon to focus on his life. When Olivia fought for hers, it burdened his heart that he couldn’t be there for her. The left side of his mind told him suicidal thoughts... The enemy told him,

      “God failed him again.”

      “Damon. Oh, Damon.” Nikki snapped her fingers to get Damon’s attention. She broke into his daydream.

      “Oh, sorry. I can’t stop thinking about Olivia. I don’t feel like talking about my life today.”

      “Fair enough. I am your guidance counselor. Therefore, we have this service for inmates here at Oglethorpe. So, let’s talk. What’s on your mind?” Nikki asked.

      Damon shifted in his seat and thought silently to himself.

      “Olivia says you are a person of faith. Let me ask you a question. Why does God hate me?” Damon expressed the lies his mind was telling him.

      Nikki again felt a supernatural calm on her right side.

      “Damon, unfortunately, I am not a pastor. But if you have questions, you should talk to Anthony. He had found his way through spiritual growth here. Maybe he can help you find your journey.” Nikki told him. The words were easy for her to speak, but she didn’t know how she had the confidence to do it.

      Damon knew Nikki was right. He thought the same to himself. When he felt God pushed him down this road, he didn't want to run toward him. Anthony had a bible on his bunk. Damon didn’t want to have another Curtis in his life. Damon didn’t want to face losing the only thing he had left in his world.

      “Olivia is all I have.”

      Nikki placed her hand on her necklace for support.

      “This necklace was given to me by my father. He gave his life to Christ before he died. He told me the only freedom you need is the freedom of Christ. Olivia is at peace because she knows God is in control of her life. The moment you accept it like her. You will also understand the freedom and joy you are missing. Even behind here,” Nikki told him. 

      “You know they call this place Hell’s Island, right? And you are trying to tell me to run to God when God is taking everything away from me? The only woman I ever loved besides my mother.” Damon tried not to get teary-eyed.

      “I’m going to be here for the rest of my life. While my wife has no health insurance and is slowly dying because I got high and tried to be a hero!” Damon said as he bent his head down. He tried to hide his guilt from Nikki.

      “Maybe you should go to Church with Anthony on Sunday. Ask him or someone there to guide you and connect you back to him. You already have the seed. You are in a drought. Go back to church and change your season. In the meantime, I am here. You have me. I will check in on Olivia and update you when we have our meetings here, but if I do this for you. You go to church for me on Sunday, so we can focus more on your case when you’re here. The Lord will fight for you; you need only to be still.” Nikki said as she rubbed her necklace.

      “So, what do you have for our case?” Damon asked after feeling lifted by Nikki’s comfort.

      “I thought you might find this interesting. I have compared your case with my father and many others.” Nikki said as she gave Damon a folder.

      “Okay, what did you find? What am I looking at?” Damon looked through the pages.

      “Every case that Detective Wise handled has a discrepancy from Deputy Stone. I bet Deputy Stone knows a little something.”

      “How do we get to him?”

      “My brother does this type of stuff. I’ll have him search his bank records to see if we can find large deposits. I can see if we can push Harrison Gates for an investigation. Hopefully, it will get a small ball rolling, and who knows? With a little faith. We could crack something open.”

      “Sounds like those actions that will send you in here with me. All this hacking stuff.” Damon was curious about her means of obtaining information and referencing tower ‘G,’ where the female prisoners were held.

      “I don’t call it hacking, more like a cyber investigation. We are not taking something away to steal. We are looking for the truth and nothing more.”

      Damon shrugged his shoulders. It made sense to him. But he couldn’t resist.

      “Can you check in on Olivia? Make sure she is doing all right with the financials. I want to make sure she’s still eating, at least. I don’t even know how she is making the mortgage payments.” Damon grew a minor concern.

      “I don’t think that’s what his services are for,” Nikki told him. She felt guilty for turning him down after convincing him to attend church.

      “I’ll see what I can do, but this is the last time we do something off the books that don’t pertain to your case. Got me!” Nikki demanded.

      “So, what now?” Damon asked after he nodded. He understood Nikki’s request.

      “Go back to your cell. I will see you next week.”
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      The scandal Curtis tried to create didn’t harm Derrick. It accelerated his career. He got praise for his outstanding performance, putting away The Sleep Walking Killer. He made Damon and Tyler look bad in many public opinions.

      Derrick became an instant celebrity when the American Crime Network replayed the trial. He also received a special bonus from other endorsements he tried to get Curtis to sign.

      Derrick led a special task force with the Los Angeles division of the drug enforcement agency. He boasted of the career he had dreamed of. He had no trouble saying his last goodbye to Sharon when it was his time to make a name for himself on the big stage. He was hoping only to have to say goodbye from his phone. She pulled up as the moving truck took the last load from Derrick's uncle’s house.

      Sharon stormed over, interrupting Derrick’s conversation with Harrison.

      “So you were going to text me, and that’s it. You get up and leave during the night?” She asked him. She was hurt because she fell for him.

      “I didn’t think you would see it my way,” Derrick replied without looking her way.

      “I’ll let you two have a minute,” Harrison told them.

      “I’ll see you inside when you clean up out here,” Harrison told Derrick. He didn’t like Sharon trying to sway in on Derrick’s success. He was giving him a lecture about this same subject before Sharon pulled up.

      “What did he mean by that?” Sharon asked.

      “Nothing. He wants me to be careful after what happened to Curtis. People may want to bring you down when you jump in the spotlight. I’m not trying to slip when I have this opportunity in front of me.” Derrick told her.

      “So that is it. Just going to walk away.”

      “I didn’t think this was a goodbye. Just meet me on the other side. So, to speak. I’m just going to Los Angeles. You should come with me.” Derrick told her.

      “I can’t shake up my life to chase someone else’s dream. I need to stay here and fix what’s been broken by my past. If I leave, I don’t want anyone to suggest I had something to do with Curtis' death.” Sharon told him.

      “You are acting like we can’t visit or stay in contact. Why are you acting like this is the last time we will see each other?” Derrick asked her.

      “If we are in each other’s circle. Our paths will meet again. We are both still young. Looking for our place in this world. We shouldn’t stand in each other’s way.” Sharon told him.

      Derrick was thinking the same. He didn’t want to be the one to say it first. 

      He kissed her. Knowing this would be the last time. He would touch her again. She would be forever lost in his heart but not forgotten.
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      Nikki sat on her couch with a few of Damon’s case files across her coffee table. She watched Jefferey Wise on Behind the Badge and ate her chicken salad. She heard a noise in the back of her house. The rumbling of leaves got her attention. Then her spotlight came on. She jumped and ran to her closet to grab a bat.

      Nikki saw a shadow outside her kitchen window. Her heart pounded as the news commercial caught her attention.

      “Glynn County has been the target of several home invasions over the last several days. Stay tuned to the top of the hour for the latest.” The news commercial announced as her spotlight came on again. Someone tried to maneuver her doorknob. Then it stopped. She heard movement from the other side of the house. The sound of a window opening. Then a thud. Her heart pounded as she moved toward the noise. She didn’t know what to do. Just follow her adrenaline down the hallway to the unknown, like she was told never to do.

      A figure stumbled out of the doorway, and she swung at it. She missed when it ducked. She swung again, but he caught it.

      “Sis, calm down, dang. What’s gotten into you? You on the run or something?” Justin asked her.

      “What are you doing sneaking into my house, Justin?” She asked him.

      Justin gave the bat back to her. He took a seat on the couch.

      “Where have you been? I’ve been trying to reach you all week.” Nikki scolded him. Her heart was still beating fast. She touched her heart to make sure it was still there. She was shaking a little on the inside. Thanking God, it was her brother and not an intruder.

      “After Curtis got killed. I can’t take any chances. Why won't my key work, anyway?” He asked, placing his feet on the coffee table.

      “I had the locks changed after I broke up with that last loser in my life,” Nikki explained.

      Justin picked up a manila folder on her couch.

      “Wait! Let me explain first. That’s why I’ve been trying to reach you.” Nikki said, but it was too late.

      Justin jumped and threw the file down.

      “Oh, heck no! What are you doing looking into this case? Curtis died because of this. I can’t lose you over this.” Justin yelled at her.

      Nikki paused, trying to gather her thoughts. Justin stood there waiting for an answer he wanted to hear. She took a seat on the couch. 

      “Have a seat.” She told him.

      Justin took a seat reluctantly. He sat like a child getting punished by his parents.

      “You know what I do at the prison. So you had to know I might run into him.” Nikki said. 

      “I didn’t think it would be soon after Curtis’s death,” Justin said.

      “Yeah, but if Curtis were alive. He would want us to help him. He walked up to my line. I don’t think it was a coincidence. I think it was faith. Something was pushing me to help this man. He didn’t look like the scary killer the television made him out to be. He looks like Dad when he first went to Oglethorpe.” She told him.

      It was an excellent motivating pitch for him.

      “You sound a lot like him. He would be proud of you.” Justin told her.

      “Well, let’s make him proud. If not for Curtis and Damon. Do it for Dad. I found a connection I didn’t see before. It’s strange because it’s obvious. Why haven’t I thought about it all these years until now? I didn’t see it until I met Damon.” Nikki said.

      “Well, what did you discover?” Justin asked with anticipation.

      “It's a hunch. The court records said that Deputy Stone made a mistake when logging in the evidence of Damon’s bookend. Doesn’t that sound familiar?” Nikki asked Justin.

      “Deputy Stone screwed up on Dad,” Justin said as he got intrigued. 

      “Exactly. I’m not trying to be a conspiracy theorist like you, but I think Curtis was on to something and got too close to Detective Wise.” Nikki said.

      Justin looked at her but didn’t want her to know he saw Curtis the night he died.

      “I think Curtis died because it had something to do with that case,” Justin said as he pointed to her folders.

      “And my case has something to do with your obsession with Detective Wise and our promise to find out what happened to Dad. It all makes sense, and it comes back to this present case. Now that Detective Wise is retired. You can’t stalk him on crime scenes anymore.” She told him.

      Justin reclined on her couch. He knew she was right. He didn’t want to end up like Curtis. They were both obsessed with clearing their father’s name.

      “What is your plan?” Justin asked.

      “We know that Deputy Stone messed up with the evidence when they went to trial for Dad. When they put Damon away, they had the same technical error.” Nikki said.

      “How do you know? They never said which cop messed up?” Justin asked.

      “I have my sources. Plus, are you serious? You were at the scene. You saw every cop in and out of that house, and I know you saw Deputy Stone there. Who else would you suspect Detective Wise to trust if it wasn’t Detective Benjamin? Maybe one killed Curtis, and we can pin this on them. Detective Benjamin can’t solve this case because someone on the inside is involved in it.” She told him. It also motivated her because she had a mystery on her hands.

      Justin smiled and threw a pillow at her. He liked the way she was thinking. It brought some excitement back to him. He was depressed after Curtis died. He even went back to using drugs. Nikki just hadn’t caught on yet.

      “So, why did you call me out here?” He asked.

      “I already had you check their bank accounts. Please check one more. Check all his stocks and retirement accounts he has hidden on his phone apps. All those digital investment apps.” She told him.

      “We need to hack into his phone to do that. Almost be face to face. I mean, in the same room. I can try a clone, but still. It will be hard to get close. He’s retired now and is doing that show. I can’t just get close when he might have security now and have me end up like Curtis.” He told her. His recent drug use had him paranoid. He scratched his neck and twitched.

      “Are you all right? Have you been using again?” She asked him.

      “No, I’m fine. Just been having trouble falling asleep at my house. You mind if I stay here tonight?” He asked her.

      “Yeah, of course. You don’t have to ask. You’re hungry?” She asked him. She handed him the salad she was eating before he scared her appetite away.

      “Yeah. Thanks.” He took the salad generously.

      “I have confidence you will find a way. This is what you live for. Plus, I have faith we are close to putting this behind us. I can feel it.” Nikki told him. Justin picked up Damon’s file folder she left on her table.

      “I will help you if you do something for me first. Call it a family discount for my service.” Justin said.

      “What do you want now?” She asked him.

      “Ask your boy what happened to the package?” Justin asked her, still looking at Damon’s mugshot.
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      Damon was on his bunk, holding a picture of him and Olivia on their wedding day. Anthony stood up to face Damon.

      “Man, you have been down ever since she left. What’s on your mind?” Anthony asked him.

      “I don’t know what I would do if I lost her. Right now, she’s all I have.” Damon said as he kissed the picture.

      Anthony felt the pain Damon was going through.

      “I lost my mom when I was here. That’s when I found peace in this.” Anthony said as he held up the bible.

      “Maybe Nikki is right. You should come to church with Gabriel and me this Sunday. Listen to the word and pray for Olivia,” Anthony said as he tried to console Damon.

      “Naw. I’m good, man. I’m not trying to be here all my life for something I didn’t do. That Jesus stuff isn’t for me. I can’t have faith in a man that puts people in jail like me. What do you call me if he doesn’t make mistakes?”

      “If you love Olivia like you say you do. Don’t go for yourself. Go for her. I know you believe in Him.” Anthony pointed up.

      “Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer,” Anthony told him as he folded his hands.

      “Oh! A-Train. Let me get two.” An inmate asked from behind the closed cell.

      Damon started his hustle with Anthony selling his depression pills. 

      Damon pretended to swallow his medication when the nurse came to the cell. Then he would pass the pills to Anthony to distribute. A-Train was his name on the basketball court before he was sent to Hell’s Island. Anthony sold each capsule for two soups and two cokes each. They were splitting the commissary with each other. This was how Damon survived his new prison life.

      “That’s four and four,” Anthony told the inmate.

      “I’ll give you two sodas, chips, and a soup.”

      “You can get all that for three. We gotta keep the shop open until next re-up,” Anthony told him.

      “Alright, bet.” The inmate confirmed the deal.

      Anthony slid three pills under the door wrapped in toilet paper.

      “Bet. I’ll be back.” The inmate checked his merchandise before he headed downstairs.

      “Business is good right now, man, and we’re eating. I know it's not ideal, but for being new to the game. You’re not bad off. I mean, you have me and all,” Anthony told him.

      “This is why I can’t see myself in church. We over here drug dealing, then you go back on Sunday asking for forgiveness. Doesn’t that get old? You can’t live in sin, then serve God. At least that’s how it worked last time I checked.” Damon said. He was joking but still had some serious thoughts about it.

      “You might see it as a sin. Sin got me here. I was running the streets. I sold drugs on the streets when the same drug is legal. These drugs that they are giving us here are not illegal on the streets. I mean, in a way. You get it from a doctor. All I’m doing is taking these legal drugs you don’t want. These drugs I don’t need and providing a service to help someone else. I have to eat in here.” Anthony told him.

      The other inmate returned with a guard to open Damon’s cell. He handed Anthony the payment for the pills.

      “See, man. Guilty or not. You are going to be here for the long haul. This is life now. Anthony told Damon as he handed him the chips and two cokes.

      “The church is a haven for us where we can be free and for once not feel judged by one another. We have been judged in the streets, and the staff does the same to us. In church, we can feel that God still loves us even though we have done wrong, as Jesus said in the book of Luke. Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven. That’s what being free in Jesus means. It means having a second chance to be forgiven. A second chance to do life over with Christ. Become part of the righteousness.” Anthony told him.

      “Yeah, man. I still don’t buy it. Since I’ve been here. Do you know how many people say the system wronged them? I guess God sees me as Daniel; this is my lion’s den. Here on Hell’s Island.” Damon smiled as he opened a bag of chips.

       “I see you’re a persistent brother. If you are innocent like you say. You are going to get a second chance. And whoever did you wrong. I Pray for them. The prison will change you.” Anthony said as he worked out in the cell.

      Damon laid back and thought about Olivia.
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      Damon sat in the conference room, patiently waiting for Nikki. He rubbed his fingers against his notepad. Then he moved his tiny pencil from his ear to his mouth. He daydreamed about Olivia. Her smile made him smile. He missed her touch even if it came over a thick prison glass that separated them.

      Her prison visits became less of a priority because her doctor’s visits became her new obligation. He was worrying about her health. He now knew he had taken her for granted. All those times, he looked at other women and fantasized. He knew he should have paid more attention to her. The only happy thoughts for him on Hell’s Island were thoughts of Olivia. He came to her as a broken man. She loved him with all his flaws. He realized how good his life was with her and would never get it back. That’s when he blamed God for his downfall. Thinking it was a direct punishment for living life as a sinner and being married to a believer. He only wanted to believe her when she said to believe in Him. 

      Today he was looking forward to seeing Nikki. His only connection is through the eyes of someone else. Nikki gave him someone other than Anthony and Gabriel to talk to—the ability to smell sweet perfume instead of a prison bathroom. The only part of his prison life that seemed natural was his visits with Nikki. A symbol of hope. Hope he can get out and be with Olivia one last time before losing her forever.

      “Sorry, I had a meeting.” Nikki rushed in and placed her bags on the desk. It startled him and broke his dream.

      “How’s it going? Have you checked on Olivia?” Damon asked, wanting to start the conversation off. He couldn’t keep Olivia off his mind.

      “Kind of, but I don’t think we should get Olivia close to this. If I.” Nikki gathered her thoughts.

      “If we look in her direction. Things may get worse, and she has enough on her plate. We don’t want to stress her out even more than she already is. I don’t want to stress you, either. She is hurting financially. Her cancer treatment billed you guys thirty thousand last month. I’m sorry.” Nikki told him.

      Damon was heartbroken. It wasn’t the answer he was looking for. He couldn’t look at Nikki after that.

      “I also received a warning. An unknown caller said to leave the Faulkner case alone. It’s freaking me out. I think we are on to something. Someone is already trying to scare me.” Nikki said.

      “Who wouldn’t want the truth about me?” Damon asked.

      “I don’t know, but this madness got my anxiety going nuts,” Nikki said as she paced back and forth.

      “So, what are you thinking?” Damon asked.

      “We looked into Deputy Stone's bank records. There was nothing there. We are looking into another way he may get his income. We will find something if there is something to find.” Nikki told him. She was still worried about the mysterious phone call.

      Damon nodded. He wanted to return to his cell after being disappointed with the results. He stood up to walk away but didn’t want to disrespect Nikki.

      “Anything else?” He asked while walking towards the door.

      “Actually, there is one more thing. You should have a seat for this one.”

      Damon sat back down. Nikki pulled out another folder.

      Then Nikki sat closer to Damon, lowering her tone to a whisper.

      “My contact did one more thing when helping a mutual friend. He tapped into Susan’s cloud on her iPhone. Please don’t ask me how; I know it's illegal. That’s not the point right now,” Nikki said, cutting Damon off before he spoke.

      “She had an appointment to meet her divorce lawyer because she was worth more than her husband. Her lawyer was stuck at the airport. He was on surveillance during the murder.” Nikki said as she gave him a convening look.

      “So, who did she meet at the house?” Damon asked.

      “Bingo, now you’re thinking. If you were there at 2 pm, who was there before you?” Nikki asked him.
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      During chow, Damon spoke with Anthony and Gabriel. Damon felt he had to tell someone about the progress in his life. Plus, Anthony loved a good Olivia story. Gabriel wanted to give Damon some confidence. He looked up to the older version of himself.

      “Thirty thousand dollars! Are you serious?” Anthony shouted out.

      “I’m afraid so,” Damon said, stuffing eggs in his mouth. He didn’t want to mention the bizarre situation his case turned into.

      “What do you think will happen if she can’t pay?” Gabriel asked.

      Damon couldn’t think of answering the question.

      “They have to treat her. You shouldn’t worry about the bills. You should come to church with us and pray for her. Ask the Lord to heal her. Her life is in his hands.” Anthony told him as he tried to cheer him up. He placed his hand on his back.

      “Naw, man. I’m not down with the Jesus stuff. If he loved me, I wouldn’t be.” Damon stopped his thought to take a drink instead.

      Damon considered Antony’s suggestion after hearing what Anthony had to say. He wasn’t ready to believe that a man from heaven was the answer to all things. The men got up from the table to discard their trays.

      “I’m telling you, brother. The man upstairs is the answer to all things.” Anthony told him, and it stopped Damon right in his tracks. When the two men hit the stairwell to return to their cell, one deputy yelled for Damon.

      “Faulkner! Visitor, let’s go!”

      “You expecting Olivia today? A little early for a visit. Don’t you think?” Anthony asked, a little confused.

      Damon made his way, accompanied by a deputy, to the visiting center. In the elevator, he saw those words reappear. ‘Help ME.’

      “What now?” His anxiety was building as the jitters palpated his heart.

      Damon reached the window. Olivia was sitting on the other side. She already had the phone to her ear. She smiled when they locked eyes. This time, no smile or desperate look from Damon. She sensed that. Damon sat and reached for the phone.

      “Hi, Damon. How are you doing?” She asked him.

      “I missed you.” He told her softly.

      “I miss you too, but I don’t know what to say. I’m scared.” Olivia had to fight tears.

      “What’s wrong? You can tell me. We have this thick glass, but that shouldn’t be a concern. I never gave you.”

      “No. It’s not like that.” Olivia cut him off. She didn’t want him to think she feared him. She loved him with all her heart. She was sad to know he was suffering. That was hard for her.

      “My cat scan tomorrow, and I’m nervous. I have been working on selling the house, which is why I came to see you. Since you were here, we have lost medical coverage, and my cancer is spreading. I’m almost forty thousand in debt, and I have no money. I have to pay for this scan out of pocket. I’m trying to work, but I keep falling apart. Without my other half, I am nothing.” Olivia said as she sobbed. She touched the glass. He touched it back.

      “I’m sorry, baby?” Damon said, and he covered his face in shame.

      “The house belongs to both of us. I can’t sell it while you are here. A guy came and said he could help me sell the house. One of those quick buying processes. They need your signature to move on. I don’t want to do it if it will upset you. You worked hard to get us that house.” Olivia said.

      “I understand. Where do you plan on moving?” He asked her.

      His wife had to suffer without him. He didn’t want to think of her dying slowly from her cancer.

      “I don’t know yet. I was told I should go to Atlanta for the best treatment options. I can take advantage of public transportation and other ride shares. I don’t want to be too far from you. Enough about me. How is it going with your counseling sessions?” She asked him.

      “Good. Um, Nikki has been helping me adjust here. She got me approved for in-person visits starting next week.”

      “I know. I’m so happy about that. Will she help with the appeal, or do you want me to find you someone? After I sell the house. I can find a lawyer to help us. There should be enough to help us both if I budget wisely.” Olivia told him.

      “Whatever you get from the house. You keep it for yourself. Money is no good for me here. I will live with the mistakes I’ve made. Even if the punishment doesn’t fit,” Damon said as the phone clicked off. It meant that their time for the day was over.

      Damon hung up the phone and kissed his hand. He placed it on the glass that separated them. She put her hand over his.

      “I love you! See you next week.” He told her as the deputy came to take him away.
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      Olivia was slowly removed from the PET-CT scanner. Her mind focused on God’s healing powers. She was reciting words of healing to encourage her soul. The technologist helped her off the table. Her anxiety made her lightheaded upon seeing the awful results on his face.

      Olivia anxiously waited for her doctor to enter her exam room. She sat with her eyes closed, her mind focused on healing.

      “Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.” She told herself. She took several deep breaths. It was one of the meditation techniques she resourced.

      “God. I know you are in my soul. I don’t have Damon, but I could use a friend.” She said as she heard a knock on the door. She quickly wiped her face when her doctor walked in. Olivia saw the devastating news on her face.

      “How bad is it?” Olivia asked. She didn’t want to wait any longer.

      “I’m afraid you have metastatic breast cancer. It has spread to parts of your lungs and liver.” She told Olivia.

      Olivia broke down again. Her doctor handed her tissues from the sink. She put her arm around Olivia.

      “I don’t know what to do. I lost my husband, and my bills keep piling up, and I can’t afford to get better.” Olivia told her doctor as she embraced the hug.

      “I’m sorry, honey.” She told Olivia.

      “The best thing you can do for yourself is to get an excellent support system. There are options for you to get help. Our patient liaison here is amazing at finding services you may qualify for. You should go see Lauren.” Her doctor told her.

      A supernatural calm covered Olivia. She felt the presence of Him.

      “I’m sorry, who?” Olivia asked her doctor.

      “Lauren, our patient liaison. She’s not here today, but they can schedule an appointment if you stop at the front desk.” She told Olivia.

      Olivia didn’t understand what her spirit was trying to tell her, but she knew what she had to do.

      She grabbed her purse and shook her doctor’s hand.

      “Thank you. You do not know how much you helped me.” Olivia told her.
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      The next day, Olivia arrived at Brunswick Elementary shortly after the closing bell. The moment she entered classroom number seven. She felt her spirit telling her she was in the right place.

      Olivia walked around the classroom, following the alphabet. She was admiring the drawings the third-grade students had done.

      Olivia made eye contact with Lauren when she stopped in the middle of the classroom. Lauren was talking to a parent. Lauren smiled as soon as she recognized her. She motioned for Olivia to have a seat at her desk. After Lauren finished meeting with one parent, she walked to her desk and nervously reached out her hand.

      “Olivia, Hi! How are you?” Lauren asked, surprised to see her.

      “I’m sorry to show up like this,” Olivia said as she shook her hand.

      “Oh, no, you're fine.” Lauren comforted her.

      “I didn’t know if you wanted to see me after what happened.”

      Olivia couldn’t think of the words she wanted to say. Lauren grabbed her hand again. Olivia shed a tear.

      “What’s wrong?” Lauren asked her.

      “I have stage four breast cancer. The doctor thinks I have about six more months. It has spread to my lungs.” Olivia paused as she wiped the tears from her face.

      Lauren handed her a box of tissues.

      “Thank you,” Olivia said as she took a few. She took a moment to clean her face.

      “I don’t think I could be alone when I see Damon next week and tell him the bad news. I need some support.” Olivia said as she covered her face with tissues. Lauren got up and hugged her. It warmed Olivia’s soul to have someone console her. It was the friend she had prayed for, but she didn’t realize her prayers had been answered.

      “No one should go through all you are going through alone. I’m glad you came to see me. I was thinking about you. Something told me to see you, but I thought you would have blamed me for not warning you how pathetic Tyler Ford was. Curtis told me Damon would be in trouble if he ever took over his case. I was just so upset that Curtis was taken away from me. He was right, and I failed you both by not giving you a heads-up. I’m sorry.” Lauren rubbed her belly. She felt like Curtis wanted her to say that.

      “Don’t blame yourself. I had the same feeling when Curtis died. I thought you would blame Damon and me. But yesterday at the doctor’s office. Something told me to see you. I can’t understand the feeling that I had to be here.” Olivia told her.

      Lauren placed her arms around Olivia.

      “Where did they send him off to?” Lauren asked.

      “He calls it Hell’s Island, but it’s called….”

      “Oglethorpe State Prison.” Lauren jumped in. A little shocked.

      “You know. I think I can help you and Damon. Come over to my house tonight for dinner. There is someone I would like you to meet,” Lauren told her.
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      It was seven o’clock when Olivia knocked on the door of Lauren’s home. She brought cranberry juice. It was Damon’s favorite. She thought of him because of it. Without him, it would be hard for her to enjoy it. To have a drink with someone else in her final moments.

      “Hi! Welcome.” Lauren said as she opened the door. She greeted Olivia with a hug.

      “Come on in!” Lauren said.

      Maple ran up to Olivia and jumped on her legs.

      “Whoa!” Olivia said joyfully as she hugged Maple. She licked her face. Gave her the good old sniff. Making sure Olivia was a good person.

      “I guess you passed. Maple! Stop that. Be nice.” Lauren told her. Maple didn’t listen. She kept on licking and sniffing Olivia.

      “I guess she likes you,” Lauren told her as she admired Maple’s gentleness.

      “Right this way. Our guests are in the kitchen,” Lauren told her.

      Olivia gave Maple another rub behind the ear before she followed Lauren to the kitchen.

      Olivia saw Nikki helping with the pasta sauce. Justin was standing in the corner, listening to his headphones. He was hidden behind his dark shades and baseball cap. He pulled his headphones down when he saw a new guest.

      “Nikki! Hi. How are you?” Olivia asked.

      Nikki gave her an uncertain look. Then she looked at Lauren. She wasn’t expecting Olivia to be at dinner.

      “I’m well. And you?” Nikki asked.

      “Wait! You two already know each other?” Lauren asked. A little confused.

      “Yeah, this is strange. I met Mister Faulkner on his first day when I checked him in for prison intake. Then I met Olivia on Family Day. I checked her in when she came to see Mr. Faulkner,” Nikki said—standing a little uneasy.

      “Now she’s here to kill us off?” Justin said, a little paranoid. Nikki still hadn’t picked up on his recent relapse of cocaine.

      “Wait. What?” Olivia asked.

      “Hold on. I invited Olivia because she needs our help.” Lauren told Justin.

      “Why should we help her? Will it bring Curtis' killer to justice?” Justin yelled back.

      “Justin calmed down. What’s wrong with you? You know Curtis wouldn’t want us to behave like this. What has he always told you?” Nikki asked him.

      “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding,” Justin said.

      “You are always anxious about someone coming after you since….” Nikki paused and looked at Lauren.

      “I’m sorry,” Nikki told Lauren.

      Lauren waved her off.

      “Don’t be. I understand. Curtis always told me to cast my anxieties onto Him.” Lauren pointed up.

      “Because he cares for you. I miss him so much.” Lauren told them as her eyes turned red.

      The three souls in the room hugged her. Justin returned his anxious eyes to Olivia.

      “I still don’t understand. Why are we eating with the wife of the sleepwalking killer?” Justin asked Lauren.
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      Justin anxiously stalked Olivia’s every move at the dinner table. It was small talk, mainly about the food and home.

      He was hinged on her every word. Analyzing each phrase, secretly interrogating her, wondering if she was there to finish the job or on a separate mission. That’s when he figured out his next story.

      ‘Who killed Curtis Key?’ His first and only suspect. Olivia Faulkner.

      He still didn’t hear why the dinner was called. The minor chatter turned cold. It was silence behind the forks clanking on the plates.

      “Excuse me. I will be back.” Justin told the table as he went to the bathroom.

      He rushed in and slammed the door behind him. He placed his back against the wall and closed his eyes. He put his hands over his face and stretched his pupils.

      “I’m sorry, Curtis.” He said to himself as he went into his pocket and pulled out some pills. He heard Nikki say,

      “This pasta is awesome, Lauren.”

      “It was Curtis’ favorite,” Lauren said.

      “It is delicious,” Olivia said with a mouth full.

      Justin returned to the table—a little more hyper than usual.

      “So, are we all acquainted now?” He asked behind a drink.

      The table stayed quiet. Nikki gave him an elbow.

      “Can we not pretend that two people are dead and only one man behind bars?” Justin said.

      “An innocent man!” Olivia yelled back.

      “Your opinion.” Justin defended himself.

      “Hold on now. Let me explain.” Lauren told Justin as she pointed at him with her fork. Nikki gave Justin an elbow again. She was getting upset with her brother. She gave him that scolding look.

      “Bro, Bro! Would you stop it?” He told her frustratedly.

      “I wanted Olivia and Nikki to meet because I thought Damon could use someone on the inside to look out for him in that crazy prison,” Lauren told them.

      “They’re already doing more than that. Isn’t that right?” Justin said as he looked at Nikki.

      “What does that mean?” Olivia questioned as she looked around the table for answers. They both stayed quiet.

      “Well, somebody say something. What am I missing?” Lauren asked them. She was now curious about the secrets the two were holding.

      “I didn’t recognize him at first. Something told me to look again. I can’t explain it. It was like faith was telling me this man needed my help. That is why I am here. I just kept hearing this voice saying, ‘Help me.’ Like I was hearing his thoughts or the thoughts of my father,” Nikki said.

      “Their father was sent there and died there years ago,” Lauren told Olivia.

      “Our dad was Curtis' first case. He believed our dad was innocent, and he fought for him even after he lost the case. Curtis promised my dad he would look after me after our dad turned his life over to Christ. My dad did that and changed his life in prison. Curtis got me off the drugs, and I finished high school. He helped me get into a junior college and brought me my first camera. Nikki and I always felt Detective Wise messed up in our father’s case,” Justin told the table.

      “When I saw Damon’s file, I saw that Detective Wise handled his case, and I knew from Justin he retired. I thought I could find a discrepancy in Damon’s case that could reopen all his other cases. Including our fathers,” Nikki said. She grabbed Justin’s hand for support.

      “Nikki worked at the prison to spend time with her father. She made a career out of it,” Lauren said.

      “I’m so glad you two have each other. I see Curtis was a real good man.” Olivia told the table.

      “Why are you here? What do you want from us?” Justin asked with a little attitude. He wanted to get back to his mission. The drugs boosted his confidence but altered his mind. He was rude in his approach.

      “Justin!” Nikki and Lauren yelled simultaneously.

      “No, it’s all right,” Olivia said as she sipped the cranberry juice. She closed her eyes when it reminded her of Damon.

      “Damon knows I have breast cancer. He doesn’t know the next time I see him. Maybe the last time. The cancer has spread, and I only have a few months.” Olivia told them.

      Justin leaned closer. He was embarrassed by his behavior.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. That’s how my mom died. It was hard for her. I know what you’re going through,” Justin said.

      “It’s important for a woman to get checked out, but when Damon went away. I lost medical coverage, and my health declined because of it. I was already sick before he went away. It just costs too much money to stay healthy sometimes. The medical system is a fraud.” Olivia told them.

      Justin couldn’t look at Olivia anymore after hearing her brief story. He no longer thought she was a suspect in his investigation.

      “I need someone to help me tell Damon,” Olivia said as she cried.

      Justin gave her a napkin.

      “I want to help,” Justin told her.

      The three women gave him a confused look.

      “Oh, how much will this cost her?” Nikki mocked.

      “I’m serious. I want to help.” Justin told them.

      “We're listening,” Nikki told him. She was curious about his plan. Justin looked at Olivia.

      “Nikki wants to investigate if Detective Wise has something to hide. I gave Curtis a photo of Deputy Stone placing a black duffle bag in Detective Wise’s car. Don’t know what was in the bag, but Curtis was supposed to ask him in court.” Justin told them.

      “And you said nothing?” Nikki asked him.

      “I didn’t know what to make of it, to be honest, and Curtis got murdered. I was afraid I was next. Still am?” Justin said anxiously.

      “Look, no one is coming after us,” Nikki told him.

      “I am good at what I do. Nikki knows this. I will find out what happened to Curtis. Even if it means starting from the beginning. The day Damon delivered the package. Curtis believed in his heart. Damon was telling the truth. I always had my doubts. I’m going to finish what Curtis started. Listening to you, Olivia, had me thinking,” Justin told her. He gathered his thoughts.

      “What are you thinking?” Lauren asked.

      “Curtis didn’t die because he was trying to save a killer. He died because he was trying to open a secret. I promise you, Olivia. I’m going to find out the truth about what happened that day as I find out why Curtis was murdered.” Justin told the table.

      “And I will look after Damon as much as I can, and he allows me to,” Nikki told Olivia.

      Olivia covered her face with gratitude.

      “Thank you, guys. I appreciate it. This brings me joy. Now I’m ready to be with the Lord.” She told them.

      “What do you mean?” Justin asked.

      “I always told Damon after he had anxiety from his near-death experience. I’m not worried about dying. Death is only the beginning of eternity with the Lord. Life is only for you to develop yourself spiritually. Death is a reward that means you can be with God. Our creator. Your best friend. When you walk with God, no man or obstacle can defeat you or stand in your way. That’s why it says.” Olivia sang in peaceful harmony.

      
        
        “No weapons formed against me shall prosper. All those that rise against me shall fall. I will not fear what the devil may bring me because I am a servant of God. Whoa, oh, I am a servant of God!”

      

      

      “That was beautiful,” Lauren told her as she reached out and grabbed her hand.

      “Thank you.” Olivia politely held her hand.

      Nikki grabbed Justin’s hand. The sudden love warmed Justin’s heart.

      He knew it was now up to him. He had to save one man and find another.
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      Damon had another sleepless night. He missed breakfast but had plenty of snacks to help him get through the day. He pulled out his picture of Olivia when Gabriel walked into his cell from his furniture work detail.

      “Hey, man. I made you something.” Gabriel said as he gave him a triangular device made of wood. It had a ‘D’ engraved on both handles. The rubber band that attached the two sticks had ‘OLIVIA’ written on it.

      “This is.” Damon was lost for words. He liked it.

      “This is awesome, dude. Thanks.” Damon said as he jumped down to hug Gabriel.

      “You like it?” Gabriel asked him. He was excited he had done something good for a prison brother. 

      “Absolutely! I had a sling back in the day. My father gave me one when I was little. I used to practice hitting cans in the backyard. My mom was against guns and violence but accepted me playing with a slingshot.” Damon said as he admired the band attached to the sling back. He rubbed his fingers around the grove of Olivia.

      “We play angry birds outside. You should come check it out.” Gabriel told him.

      “Angry Birds?” Damon questioned. He laughed a little.

      Damon had been missing a little joy since being away from Olivia.

      “All right. I'll check it out.” He told Gabriel.

      Gabriel took Damon to the inmate's shooting range. They had bottles and cans set up like targets down range.

      “Oh no. Watch out now. The champ and a rookie at the same time.” Anthony announced as he saw them approach.

      “I must be the champ.” Damon joked in Gabriel’s ear.

      Gabriel smiled.

      “Is that a challenge, young man?” Gabriel asked.

      Other inmates laughed at Gabriel’s humor.

      “All right, so how do we play?” Damon asked as the men stepped to the front of the line.

      “Just like what you did in your backyard, but now you're in prison. Your new backyard.” Gabriel told him with an elbow nudge.

      Damon smiled at his humor.

      “You got jokes,” Damon told him. Gabriel liked the acknowledgment.

      “You grab a stone, and you place it in your sling. Focus on your target, pull back, and.” Gabriel let the stone fly. It knocked a bottle off the ledge.

      “Boom!” he said as he smiled at Damon.

      “The champ,” Gabriel told Damon.

      Damon stepped up to the line. He grabbed a stone from the bucket. It was smooth, but it felt warm in his hand. It gave him a sense of freedom behind the stone.

      He placed it in the band and stretched it as far as possible. A supernatural calm covered Damon as he took a deep breath. He let the stone fly. The inmates looked on as it flew.

      It broke one of the glass bottles in half. The sound of light thunder echoed from the ocean breeze.

      There were cheers to the sound of the glass shattering.

      “Nice shot!” Anthony told him as he patted him on the back.

      “This is the plan? We break bottles and cans all day.” Damon asked.

      “You have a better idea?” Gabriel asked.

      “No,” Damon said as he grabbed another stone from the bucket.

      “I want to know what we’re playing for. Chump. I mean, champ.” Damon told him.

      “Oh no. Sounds like fighting words.” Anthony jumped in.

      “Ding, ding, ding,” Anthony announced as he waved the other inmates closer to the action.

      “OK, it’s my turn to watch the chickens. Loser works with Winter tonight.” Gabriel said as he grabbed a stone from the bucket.

      “Who’s Winter?” Damon asked as he saw Gabriel break the first glass bottle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Justin faced the evidence board in his bedroom. He had Damon on one side and Curtis on the other. He had a picture of Susan and her family in the middle, followed by a picture of Detective Wise and Deputy Stone with the duffel bag.

      “What am I missing? Come on, Justin. Where is the missing link?” He asked himself.

      He looked out his window and saw a Crown Victoria parked at the end of the block. It made him paranoid, but he saw a cat running across the street. The same neighborhood cat he saw every morning looking for a play date.

      He closed the curtain to his bedroom.

      Justin went to his kitchen and grabbed a pack of pop tarts. He looked in his pantry and took his last lunch to-go tuna mix. He grabbed a can of soda and went back to his bedroom. Justin sat on his bed and looked at his evidence board again.

      “OK, God. My sister believes. My dad believes. Curtis, Lauren, and Olivia believe.” Justin bobbled his head and slightly looked up at Him. He didn’t want to question or second guess the seed of faith growing in his heart.

      “You still have yet to show me anything special,” Justin said as he reached into his drawer to pull out two lethal pills. He couldn’t stop his habit after missing Curtis and both his parents. He was looking for a way to hide his pain but was motivated to find his killer. He felt Nikki was too wrapped up in her mission. She didn’t care to notice he was falling for the deceitful traps the devil had set for him. Right before he took his lethal dose, the evil lie on his left side told him the deadly pills would always be his friend.

      He opened the can of tuna. He heard a thump at his window. It made him jump. His anxiety made him panic. He put the lethal pills down. Justin ran to his closet and grabbed a bat. Like his sister, he held the bat with his right hand and pulled back the curtain with his left. Justin took a practice swing.

      “You stupid cat!” He said as he grabbed his chest. The cat ran inside and headed for his tuna.

      “No, you backward cat!” Justin yelled at the sight of his lunch being taken away.

      He smiled as he saw the hungry cat enjoying his meal. His newfound friend sat on the bed next to him. He gave him one cracker, and his eyes focused on his evidence board.

      Justin gave the cat a rub. The cat meowed at his warming touch.

      “I suppose you don’t have any clues.” He asked the cat.

      The cat turned on his back so Justin could rub his belly. Justin noticed his name tag.

      His name was Collin.

      Justin looked at his evidence board. The photo of Susan and her two children looked back at him.

      He looked at Collin, the cat. Then he looked up at his ceiling. He smiled at Him, The Almighty. He pointed up and waved his finger as if he had just won a championship.

      “Okay. You got me.” He told Him as he grabbed the picture of Colin, Susan’s son, and ran out his door.
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      The champ won again in the prison version of angry birds. Damon had to meet Winter at his new job assignment. A white Great Pyrenees that helped protect the chickens and other livestock from nocturnal predators. The same livestock the inmates farmed for their prison nutrition service.

      Damon met Michael. A lifelong trustee that helped raise Winter. He was an older and wise man Damon and other inmates gravitated to.

      “Michael works with the shepherds here. He trains some to help the military. Then some, like Winter, are made for protection. Winter was the only one in her bunch that was different. So, he kept her here to help us save our chickens.” Gabriel told Damon.

      The three men and Winter walked freely around the prison farm.

      “The guards don’t care that we are walking around like this?” Damon asked.

      “I have been here long a time and never been in trouble. I have the most freedom in this place. You could say I own this place. If the guards see someone with me. They know I’m not about trouble. If you work out here with me. If you choose to, you will be as free as you want. Out here anyway,” Michael told Damon.

      “Yeah, but you better get good on that slingshot if we are going to eat, or the whole prison will come after you,” Gabriel told him.

      “You should be all right. We can’t have any actual weapons here. That’s why we make do with the slingshot.” Michael told Damon as they reached the beginning of his field.

      There were about one hundred chickens—several sheep, pigs, and goats.

      “Wow. I didn’t know this was here.” Damon told them.

      “How do you think we eat? They don’t feed us all the good stuff,” Michael told him.

      Gabriel pointed to the fence line.

      “No one knows. We can’t get out, but they somehow find their way in,” Gabriel said, referencing the nocturnal predators that hunted the livestock.

      “If they are hungry, they will eat. They try, but since we have Gabriel. We saved some stock recently. We could use an extra hand. If you're interested?” Michael asked Damon.

      Winter rubbed her body over Damon. She wanted a rub down.

      “Winter approves of you,” Michael told him.

      “What other options do I have? I have life in here. Better accept that and move on. I like this thing.” Damon said as he took a practice shot with his new sling.

      He looked at the engraved letters of ‘OLIVIA’ on it.

      “Show me what to do,” Damon told them as he grabbed another stone.
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      Justin had been following Colin for two days. He was tracking his every move and taking pictures of his associates to add to his evidence board.

      Justin was taking pictures of Colin on a lunch date with one of his many female companions and his pet serpent around his neck. Colin had enough money to rent out the entire section, so his serpent wouldn’t be a problem.

      The Crown Victorian passed Justin when he was taking photos. He ducked when his anxiety squeezed his chest. It felt like someone was sitting on him. He grabbed his heart. Justin took a couple of deep breaths as Nikki taught him.

      Justin slumped in his seat as the driver parked the vehicle. When he stepped out of the car, he recognized the deputy. The man was wearing a red suit. Justin watched Jason check his surroundings before walking to the restaurant where Colin was having lunch. Justin pulled out his Parabolic directional microphone to listen to their conversation.

      Jason walked up to Colin and his female acquittance. She had the mark of the serpent on her neck. 

      “What do you have for us?” Colin asked Jason as the serpent stood up behind him. Jason stood as the serpent hypnotized him. The serpent’s yellow eyes stared down at Jason’s soul.

      “The reporter boy is still up to something. I followed him for a few days. He and his sister had dinner with the dead lawyers and Faulkner’s wives. I think they have plans to re-open the case,” Jason said.

      “It can’t happen. Too many questions will open up.” The serpent told Colin.

      “What the heck?” Justin said as he heard the serpent speak.

      “What do you suppose I’ll do?” Jason asked them.

      Colin took a sip of confidence juice. The serpent whispered in Colin’s ear.

      “You do what you have to do with the junkie. No one would believe his story. I will handle things at the prison." Colin said.

      “What about the wives?” Jason asked Colin.

      “We will send flowers as the wives mourn the loss of their husbands,” Colin told him.

      Jason looked in Justin’s direction. They almost made eye contact. Justin saw Jason, but Jason couldn’t see as far into his car.

      Colin gave the serpent some cheese.

      “This needs to be taken care of before we move on to the middle east.” The serpent spoke.

      Colin and the serpent looked at Jason.

      “I have to tell Nikki,” Justin said as he pulled the microphone down.

      He was met with a gun to his head by one of Colin’s hired gunmen.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” He asked Justin. Another man took away his equipment.
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      Damon was having fun with his new friend Winter. He was improving with his slingshot, like when he was a kid. He was adjusting to his life as a prison shepherd.

      Michael joined him before the prison lockdown. The sun was settling down. The howls of the wolves in the distance echoed throughout the atmosphere.

      Damon and Winter were gathering their stones for the night.

      “Hey. I just came to see if you needed anything before I go to bed.” Michael asked him.

      “Naw. I think I’m good. Winter and I were about to walk up the range and look for heavy rocks. The foxes have been coming in packs,” Damon told Michael.

      Michael heard a soft thunder in the sky. He looked up and saw the lone sky cloud resembling a man’s face.

      Michael felt the presence of Him.

      “You see that cloud up there?” Michael asked Damon. He pointed to the man in the sky.

      Damon looked at it. It was a cloud to him. He saw nothing special.

      “Yeah. What about it?” Damon asked.

      “You don’t see it?” Michael asked him.

      “See what?” Damon asked.

      “That’s God looking down on us,” Michael said as he looked up.

      “Don’t tell me you are one of those Sunday boys?” Damon asked him.

      “Yes, sir. Every Sunday, I’m in church praising the Lord.” Michael told him.

      “Is that why you are so happy? How could you even be happy in hell like this?” Damon asked.

      “God didn’t put me here. The choices I made. The mistakes I have created. The left turns in my life I made. Put me here. Turning to God gave me a second chance to redeem myself and redirect my course. I may be in hell now by the name. But God gives me peace and joy. Don't conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Focus your mind on running closer to God, and not moonwalk back. You can’t turn back time, but you can turn back to Christ.” Michael told Damon.

      Damon smiled.

      “Food for thought. I like that. I will keep that in mind. Right now, my mind is focused on Olivia,” Damon said.

      “How so?”

      “Last we spoke. She discovered she had breast cancer. She had another appointment after that. How did it go? I haven’t been able to speak to her on the phone. I don’t want her to break down, and I’m not there to support her. That hurts most being locked down here. I can’t be out there where I belong.” Damon said.

      “How about you come with us Sunday, boys, and present your request to God,” Michael told him as he pointed to the sky.

      Damon smiled and nudged him off.

      “I don’t think walking by faith is in my sights right now,” Damon said.

      Michael looked up at the cloud he had pointed to earlier.

      “I’ve done it,” Michael said.

      A soft thunder echoed in the distance.

      Damon ignored the thunder. Michael did because Winter barked.

      She was alerting him to a fox sneaking around the farm.

      “Good job, girl,” Damon said as he gave her a rubdown. He gave her a snack for a job well done.

      Damon reached into his pouch and pulled out a stone. It warmed his soul as he rubbed his fingers around it.

      It gave him a boost of courage as he placed it in the sling's groove.

      Michael watched as Damon pulled back on the rubber band. Damon let the stone fly, soaring through the air, striking the fox, and scaring it. It ran away.

      Winter barked to warn the other predators of her presence. Thunder again echoed in the surrounding sky.

      Michael smiled at Damon working the field as The Shepherd.
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      “Oh shoot! I’m late.” Nikki said to herself.

      She checked her car clock while looking for a parking spot at the prison.

      She grabbed her purse and rushed to the front entrance, dropping her phone while running.

      “Shoot!” As she picked it up to continue her run through the doors.

      She missed Colin passing her with the same executioners that had taken her brother.

      “Right on time! Good morning Ms. Wright.”

      “Hey, Doug. How are you?”

      “You know how it is. Same uniform, different day. Little pay. Yay!” Doug said, holding his coffee mug and looking through his phone.

      Nikki searched through her purse to find her access badge for the administration building to the prison.

      “Lost your badge again?” Doug asked.

      He took another sip of coffee with his eyes locked on Nikki’s breast.

      “Always happens when you’re late,” Doug sarcastically said.

      “Did you lose your eyes again?” Nikki asked while pointing the finger at him.

      “It’s not always easy coming from Waycross.” Nikki had to defend herself. Plus, it was her best excuse. She couldn’t say she was up all night. She couldn’t get a hold of Justin for their nightly check-in.

      She stayed up late waiting for his reply by filling out documents to open up an innocent project for Damon. That would go against her terms of employment with the prison.

      “Oh, found it.” She waved her badge at Doug and swiped into the building.

      “Backward jerk,” Nikki muttered under her breath.

      Nikki walked toward her office, but Debra stopped her.

      “Oh! You’re here. Warden Gilles asked to see you right away.” Debra told her.

      “For what?”

      Debra shrugged her shoulders. “He said it was urgent.”

      Nikki ran to her office and put her purse in her drawer. She placed her badge on a lanyard and headed towards the Warden’s office.

      Nikki nervously got on the elevator. Pressed for the third floor. She felt her heart drop as the elevator went up. The ride felt like an eternity until she finally saw the doors open.

      Nikki walked down the long hallway. Passing the pictures of previous wardens. The history of the prison. Then finally, the one that made her sad the most. A picture of her father. Thirty years ago, he was the first prisoner executed there. He gave his life to Christ and wrote children’s books. He won an award, but it didn’t stop his execution. Nikki kissed her hand, then touched the picture of her father.

      “I love you, Daddy.”

      Nikki made two knocks on the slightly cracked door.

      “You wanted to see me, sir?”

      Warden Jarrett Gilles looked up from his computer and took off his glasses. He stood up and pointed to the seat in front of him.

      “Close the door and have a seat.” Warden Gilles instructed.

      Nikki took a seat. Crossed her legs and placed her hands on her lap. Then she looked at Warden Gilles and waited.

      He took a seat. He was a big guy. The ex-football player that got hurt before the draft. He stood six feet, five inches tall. Years removed from physical activity had him weighing close to three hundred pounds. His weight alone intimidated Nikki. She wasn’t the only staff member afraid of the Warden.

      “I need you to stop your sessions with inmate Faulkner,” Warden Gilles said as he held his glasses.

      “What? Why? He still has a lot to do. It’s helping him cope with serving life here.” Nikki tried to sound submissive, even though she was furious.

      “He can continue to see a prison advocate, but it would be in one of the general population areas.”

      “You’re putting him in general population without being medically cleared,” Nikki said. She stood with passion.

      “Please, sit down, Ms. Wright.” The warden said, motioning Nikki to her seat.

      “It was brought to my attention that he lied about his mental health. At least, that’s what I hope happened. Is that correct, Ms. Wright?” He asked.

      “What do you mean?” Nikki asked him as she shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

      “He told you he had a mental illness, right? So he could be in a relaxed dorm. He wasn’t influenced into the medical unit. That is what I’m getting at. You were the one that interviewed him?”

      “Yes, but he told me about his depression. I did my job. It was a special case. It was also for his protection so that he won’t be taken advantage of,” Nikki said boldly.

      “Well, it came to my attention. A therapist cleared him, and he was off his medications when he was arrested. Inmate Faulkner doesn’t need you or that unit. He will be moved next week to maximum security after his last visit with his wife. Plus, you know the rules. The person who interviews the inmate can’t advocate for the inmate. I should write you up for that. However, I’m just giving you a warning. I'm being generous to both of you.” Warden Gilles sternly told her.

      Nikki sat there stuck. She couldn’t help Olivia and look out for him in another unit.

      “I also need you to hand over your notes to Monica. She will take over if he continues.”

      “All of that is confidential, what he trusted only me to know. It’s patient confidentiality. We can’t lose inmate trust. You don’t want another suicide. Don’t you?”

      Warden Gilles smiled through his thick beard.

      “If a backward scum bag like Damon Faulkner killed himself. The world would be a lot better. My job would be a lot easier,” he told her.

      “We have one more session this week. Let me break the news to him. Let me do one more session with him. Before he sees his wife on family day.” Nikki pleaded with Warden Gilles.

      He sat and thought about it. He put his glasses back on and returned to his computer.

      “Fine, you can have your last session. Then the inmate goes into the cage with the wolves.”
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      Nikki rushed into the conference room, where Damon sat waiting. Feet on the desk, reading a prison copy of ‘Lies Behind the Woods.’ He was tired from the night’s work detail but was ready for another breakout session with Nikki.

      When Damon heard Nikki rushing in, he took his feet off when she slammed the door.

      “So, this guy has a sex cult in the woods?” Damon asked, referencing the book he was reading.

      “We don’t have time for those shenanigans,” Nikki yelled franticly.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “They shammed us.” Nikki paced around the room with her hands on her hips as Damon watched her nervously. He didn’t want to interrupt her thoughts.

      “Listen, Listen well.”

      “I’m listening,” Damon said.

      “You need to watch yourself,” Nikki said.

      “What do you mean?” He asked. Damon stood to his feet. Nikki stopped pacing. Their eyes met.

      “They are planning on moving you to another unit. I’m afraid they are going to kill you over there.” Nikki said, standing in front of Damon.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We have little time. This is our last session. They are moving you to the yard.”

      “General Pop. For what?” Damon shouted as he stepped back from Nikki.

      “I just left the Warden’s office. I don’t know, but something bizarre is happening here. My hands are tied in here. Unless…” Nikki looked at the ground. She was ashamed of her thoughts. Putting her job on the line for an inmate. She couldn’t be that one. Nikki’s gut told her Damon needed this. Nikki zoned out while Damon looked into her eyes for comfort. All she thought about was her hatred for the Warden. The same corrupt justice system failed Damon as it did her father. She had to close a chapter in her life—the truth about Detective Wise.

      “Unless what?” Damon said as Nikki came back to focus.

      “Unless you go to church.” Nikki turned to him.

      “Funny. This is how you and Olivia think you will get me to find Jesus in here.” Damon said with a laugh.

      “No. Listen. The church is a haven for all inmates who want to hear God’s word. It’s a place of worship I have been helping with for years with my father. We also use it to talk about other things in a free space. About life. I spent a lot of time with my dad in the church. When they move you, you can go to church and see me there. I hate to use the house of the Lord to communicate, but that may be our only option to work on your case.” Nikki told him.

      Two knocks quickly tapped the conference door. Monica walked in and noticed Damon being too close to Nikki. Nikki rolled her eyes when she saw Monica walking towards her.

      “Oh, the two I was hoping to see. Mr. Faulkner, I’m Monica.” Monica extended her hand for a proper greeting. Damon declined to extend the welcome. Monica pulled her arm back. She continued her introduction.

      “I will be your prison advocate for all your needs in general dormitory one. I hope to have your permission to review your notes from Nikki.” Monica looked at Nikki for her support. Nikki turned away from the conversation.

      “There’s no need. I won’t be using any more services for now. I am happy being the shepherd boy.” Damon told Monica as he took a seat.

      “Well, that is unfortunate. If you change your mind, you know how to reach me.” Monica left the room but turned around at the door.

      “Ms. Wright, it should be wise to leave doors open. Don’t want the wrong impression.” Monica showed her evil smile as she left. Her neck had a band-aid to cover up the serpent bite.

      “What is going on?” Damon demanded.

      “All I know is they will move you after this weekend. I am not assigned to inmates in that unit. Monica is, but I am at church early to help Anthony and Gabriel set up. You can give your messages to Anthony, and he can fill me in. If you need to, tell me directly. You can come to church and tell me yourself. You found your joy as the shepherd. Find your joy in being free in church,” Nikki told him.

      “I’m good on that. The shepherd is my life now—all this drama in my life. My lawyer died. My wife is dying, and I’m losing my only hope of the free world. God and I aren’t seeing eye to eye right now.” He told her.

      Nikki couldn’t think of what to tell him. She understood his viewpoint.

      “I think I should go back. That Monica chick doesn’t seem too nice.”

      “I assume not either. She’s been married three times,” Nikki said with a smile.

      Damon walked to the door, where a guard waited to return him to his cage. Then he realized he still needed answers. He turned around for one more question.

      “Hey, Nikki.”

      She looked up at him.

      “Yeah.”

      “You never told me what happened between your father and Detective Wise. What does his case have to do with me?”

      Nicki touched the cross that hung around her neck.

      Courage ran down her spine as she told him.

      “It all starts with Curtis.”
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      Nikki never forgot the day she lost her father.

      BOOM! A loud bang exploded at the front door of the house.

      “Police department! Call out! Mr. Wright, we have a warrant!” Nikki heard an echo throughout the house. She ran to her door, but it busted open before she got there. One officer with a flashlight in her face. Another pointed a rifle at her. Nikki saw police officers pulling her father out of his room. Her mother ran to console her. Breaking the barricade, the two officers made around her. Her mother held her over her shoulder. Then Nikki saw him—the Hat man.
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        * * *

      

      10:00 pm-Matthew Wright walked into his favorite corner bar 2 miles from his home. He became a weekly regular—every Friday night after work. Working for the cable company as a warehouse worker was not his plan after he dropped out of college.

      A cable installer would improve his life, but he wasn’t technical. Fixing the cable box over computer software was much easier than installing one. He hated going home and listening to his wife talk about the budget. Budgeting was tricky for them when each check covered the last one.

      Matthew hid enough money from his wife to drink her words away. He didn’t want to drink around Nikki, so this corner bar was the best pit stop before he walked into the house.

      “How are you doing, Matt?” Janice, the bartender, asked.

      “You know. Got to prepare for my weekly budget meeting,” he said as they smiled.

      “Should I get your usual? The Gin and Tonic,” Janice asked.

      “Yeah, better make it two. I’ll give you my card now before I change my mind.” Matthew handed his credit card to Janice. He sat his wallet next to his first cup. Watched the basketball game as Janice kept bringing him drinks and chips.

      11:00 pm-The game ended, and Matthew checked the time on his phone.

      “Oh dang, Janice, why didn't you tell me it was late?” Matthew yelled as he stumbled off the stool. Matthew ran outside and decided to walk home and sober up. He thought of a good lie to tell his wife why he was home so late.

      “Oh, no! He left his wallet.” Janice said out loud. She grabbed the wallet and returned his credit card. She took out his driver’s license.

      “420 Mary Jane Lane. Only two blocks from here. Why not?” Janice said to herself.

      11:30 pm- Matthew walked into his house to an angry Giovanna.

      “Where have you been? You couldn’t call?” Giovanna yelled.

      “I stayed to do some overtime,” Matthew said convincingly.

      “Oh, that’s delightful, baby. I made a budget, but you're probably tired. We can talk about it tomorrow. Want something to eat?”

      “I’m good.”

      Matthew was still a little intoxicated. He thought it was the perfect time for intimacy with his wife. He kissed her on her neck. Then went to her lips.

      “What are you doing?” Giovanna asked. She pulled back, a little surprised.

      “Where’s Nikki?”

      “In bed,” Giovanna said as she pointed to her room.

      “Now, let me put you to bed.” He told her while he guided her by the hand to their room.

      Midnight- Janice clocked out for her shift. She looked at the full moon in the dark sky. She walked past a man from the bar, stumbling and talking to himself, drunk out of his mind.

      “I hope it’s not too late,” Janice said.

      2:00 am- “911, what is your emergency?”

      “There is a girl in the bushes. She’s not moving, and there’s blood.” The caller told emergency services. 

      “Okay, we will send someone out.”

      2:30 am- “Wise, Your up. We got a body in the Sterling neighborhood. Not much crime there. It should be easy for your first case,” Detective Buford told Detective Wise.

      Detective Wise had been on the homicide unit for six months after ten years on the police force. The Marines released him from service after he showed increased unexplained psychosis. His mental mistakes on perceptions of what was real or not. Became his downfall. He lied on his police application and made his way up the ranks.

      This was his first case.

      3:00 am- Detective Wise pulled up to the crime scene in the Sterling neighborhood. He pulled out a cigar from his center console. He smelled it and held it under his nose.

      “Save you for victory later.” He placed the cigar behind his hat and walked to his scene.

      “Who’s the new guy? Deputy Snead asked Detective Couch. Both have been on the force for 20 years and were senior department officers.

      “Oh, that’s Detective Wise. A little sharp but makes too many paperwork mistakes. He will put the wrong man in jail someday.” Detective Couch said.

      “Hey, Hat Man.” Deputy Snead said sarcastically.

      Detective Wise was not amused.

      “Gentleman.” Detective Wise shook the men’s hands.

      “What do we have here? Detective Wise asked.

      “Janice Moore. Found in the bushes. Looks like an attempted sexual assault, but she fought back and hit her head on this rock.” Deputy Snead said.

      “We also found another identification on her. Matthew Wright. Lives right down there.” Detective Couch said as he pointed toward Mathew’s home.

      Detective Wise leaned forward to look closely at the body.

      “She has a corner house shirt on. She might have walked there from her shift and got attacked.” Detective Wise told the men.

      “Great. It looks like you have everything here, new guy. Tell you what. I will go to the corner house with Couch. I will leave you with my new guy to help you,” Deputy Snead said.

      “Okay.” Detective Wise said, a little hesitant.

      Deputy Snead got into his patrol car and drove away.

      “I’m just going to go to the office. You have this officer and two other cars here for your disposal,” Detective Couch said as he exited.

      “I guess you are my ride home, man.” The officer said.

      “Watch where you step. What’s your name, kid?”

      “Stone. Deputy Jensen Stone.” He stuck his hand, but Detective Wise didn’t return a greeting.

      “All right, Stone. You want to be a detective someday. Watch and learn.”

      “What are you going to do now?” Deputy Stone asked.

      Detective Wise picked up Mathew’s driver’s license.

      “Get the cars ready. We will get our killer.”

      4:00 am- “Okay, boys. Here is a picture of our suspect. Let us get this guy and go home.” Detective Wise said, instructing the police officers outside the Wright home.

      “Police department! Call out! Mr. Wright, we have a warrant!” Nikki heard an echo throughout the house. She ran to the door, but it busted open before she got there. One officer with a flashlight in her face. Another pointed a rifle at her. Nikki saw police officers pulling her father out of his room. Her mother ran to console her. Breaking the barricade, the two officers made around her. Her mother held her over her shoulder. Then Nikki saw him.

      Detective Wise. With his signature hat.
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      “They had no warrant. No probable cause or without an investigation.” Nikki told Damon.

      She told her story in the hope of motivating Damon to keep moving.

      She let him back into the office, and Damon listened passionately. Tears fell from Nikki.

      “That was the last time I saw him as a free man. He was afraid. Curtis took him on as his first client. I was too young to understand, but Curtis never gave up. He looked after my brother and I. My father wanted him to look after Justin. Curtis made a deal with him. If he turned his life over to Christ. He would take care of us like we were his own. This was when he dated Lauren.” Nikki said as she wiped her tears away.

      “This whole time, you knew Curtis was my lawyer, and you said nothing? Why?” Damon asked.

      “I don’t know. The moment you sat down, I knew it was faith. I couldn’t believe it was too much of a coincidence. I know The Lord sent you to me. I don’t know why. Hopefully, after today. I will know.” She told him. She tilted her eyes to the heavens.

      The coincidence gave Damon chills, but he wasn’t surprised.

      “Seriously. We live in a small dang city. Of course, we would collide when you work here, and I’m here, and Detective Wise is out there. Maybe God wants you to play the lottery or something. You want my birthday? My lucky number is seven.” Damon told Nikki as he tried to mock her theory.

      “You have little faith, Damon.” She told him.

      “Well, I have life to find it,” Damon said as he shrugged.

      “What similarities does my case have besides the same detective? What about DNA? There had to be something else,” Damon asked.

      “My father’s DNA was on her lips. But the video showed my father drunk and leaned over and kissed Janice.”

      “The DNA got him. Like it got me.” Damon concluded.

      A correctional officer opened the door wide.

      “Times up. Let’s go!” He said at the top of his lungs. Making sure the entire floor knew he was in charge.

      His authority didn’t amuse Damon. He slowly climbed to his feet and walked towards the door. The officer grabbed his elbow. Damon turned to get one last look at Nikki.

      “Stay Blessed, Nikki.”
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      Damon returned to his cell that afternoon. There was a heart-shaped wooden plaque on his bunk. Gabriel walked in behind him.

      “Anthony helped me make two of those. One for my mom, and I thought you could give one to Olivia,” Gabriel said.

      “Thanks, man. I’m sure she will love it.” They shook hands in their brotherhood way. Damon picked up the plague and admired the craftsmanship.

      “How do you like being the shepherd? It looks like you and Winter are having fun,” Gabriel said.

      Damon shook his head in shame. Anthony walked in from his work detail. The three men shook hands in their brotherly way.

      “I didn’t think I would have a purpose behind bars. I never thought my life would end up like this. The fast life was something I wanted. My hands-on money, cars, and luxury. The expensive mansions. The women, even though I was married. This is how my life is now. My old life was simple, but I will take simple over these bars. You can lose everything fast. No one told me, young buck. Be thankful for what you have, not envious of what you want.” Damon told Gabriel, holding his heart for Olivia.

      “Amen!” Anthony shouted.

      “I understand that, and I’m younger than you. That’s how the devil works. He wants you to be envious, which is the opposite of what God wants for us.” Gabriel told Damon.

      “A heart at peace gives life to the body, but envy rots the bones,” Anthony told Damon as he grabbed the bible.

      “A wise man should know his proverbs,” Anthony told him, trying to hand him the Bible.

      Damon didn’t budge or look his way.

      “I want nothing to do with a wise man. A wise man put me here.” Damon mocked.

      “The judicial system and a crappy lawyer put you here.” Anthony barbed back.

      “You're right! The stupid justice system and God put me here. God knows the truth and knows what happened. Why am I talking to you?” Damon yelled.

      He knocked the Bible out of Anthony’s hands. Gabriel jumped on the floor to pick it up.

      Anthony placed a hand on Damon’s shoulder. Gabriel looked on in anticipation.

      “That is a question you need to ask God. This is your life now with us. Nikki is an excellent help as well. Even though your situation is bad, accept that you are here. My friend, you are still blessed. Fight for your freedom. It’s not over yet. Stop being mad and find your joy. I found mine in Christ. You may find yours as the shepherd.” Anthony told Damon as he extended his hand for peace.

      Damon shook his hand.

      “I’m sorry, man. I have been getting one bad news after another. You may be happy with your life, but I must find mine.” Damon told them.

      “Well, my stomach and nose are telling me it’s dinner time,” Gabriel said as he smelled dinner being served.

      Anthony held up this finger. He was in mid-thought.

      “We both have life on Hells Island, but we still have a chance for a second life on His island.” Anthony pointed to the heavens.

      “You don’t want to be alone in here. If you will not have faith, have support. Sometimes you may need a little spiritual support,” Anthony told him.

      “The best spirits are with the Sunday boys,” Gabriel said.

      Damon stood up when he smelled dinner being served.

      Damon embraced Gabriel in a brotherly hug.  

      “I appreciate the invitation, but I wouldn't be around to learn if I wanted to,” Damon said as he left for dinner.
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      Damon discussed his conversation with Nikki while they ate dinner in their cell. The men played poker for commissary food during their meal.

      Damon folded his cards.

      “Look, kid, as I said before. You are on your own. Maybe you can bunk with Anthony since you have bible study every night in the cell.” Damon told Gabriel. He was protective of the younger man. He felt like a big brother to him.

      “I can’t believe you are going to general, man. They got wolves over their man. You scared?” Gabriel asked, upset that his bond was being broken.

      Damon shook his head to deny his fear, but it was not convincing to his two cell brothers.

      “Look, man, you will be all right. If you ever need to get away. You can always come to church. It’s a safe environment for all that come to serve.” Anthony told Damon.

      “I heard something like that before. I will say it again. I don’t think God and I are seeing eye to eye right now.”

      Damon took the cards after the hand was over. He shuffled.

      “You can come check in on me at least,” Gabriel told him as he gave him an elbow nudge.

      “This is a big prison. I may not see you for angry birds, but I’m sure we will cross paths without me wasting my day with the Sunday boys. I would rather sleep or watch football. I don’t have time for faith when I have life in Hell.” Damon said as he dealt the cards.

      The doors to the unit buzzed open.

      “Speaking of the beast,” Anthony said.

      The unit went quiet. A sudden chill bounced off the walls.

      Boots screeched the floors, keys jingled, and heads peeked out the cell doors.
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      Two security officers walked into the unit.

      “Faulkner!” one officer yelled. The other was Officer Bradford, who walked up the stairs to Damon’s cell.

      Damon met the officers in the doorway. This time, more officers slowly walked into the unit.

      “Cuff up, inmate!” Officer Bradford demanded.

      Anthony backed away deep in the cell's corner. Damon turned around and placed his hands behind his back.

      “Can I ask what this is about?”

      “The warden wants you in his office,” Officer Bradford told Damon. He shoved him out of the cell and grabbed Damon by the elbow. Three officers in front of Damon led him down the stairway. He had one officer holding each elbow, and two officers followed him.

      The inmates in the unit gathered at their doors.

      “Is he leaving?” Minor chatter was heard in the back.

      “Peace out, Damon!” An inmate shouted as they exited the unit into the hallway.

      Nikki ran up but was stopped by the three officers leading the way.

      “What’s going on? Where is he going?” Nikki demanded from Officer Bradford.

      “Ms. Wright, step back. He is going to see the warden.” Officer Bradford instructed Nikki.

      “I’m his prison advocate. I should be there for any disciplinary meetings,” Nikki insisted. She didn’t back down from Officer Bradford. Her actions infuriated him. Officer Bradford stuck out his chest and yelled into Nikki’s face.

      “It is not one of those! The warden may check up on any inmate he wants. For any reason, and you’re no longer his advocate. Now step aside.”

      Nikki backed off.

      “Let’s move!” Officer Bradford instructed the escort.

      Nikki and Damon made eye contact. He lost sight of her as they entered the elevator.

      Damon felt uneasy being along with the Warden’s dirty guards. He knew it was coming when the elevator door closed. His heart pounded faster as he tensed up, waiting for the first punch from the guard. But the elevator closed, and the cab remained silent until the bell sounded the alarm.

      The elevator stopped. Damon had never been on this floor. It was well-kept. His mind kept focusing on all the early pictures of Jekyll Island. A portrait of General James Oglethorpe hung on one wall. They finally stopped at the door.

      Officer Bradford tapped on the door twice. Then he walked in and shut the door. Damon figured he was telling the warden about Nikki’s outburst. To get her in trouble. Damon saw the picture of Nikki’s father. The day he was executed.

      One officer noticed Damon staring at the picture of Matthew Wright.

      “Hey, maybe your picture will be here someday.” The officer chuckled. The other officers thought it was funny as well. They tried to hide their smirks behind their shoulders.

      “I have life. Not death row.” Damon snapped back.

      “Same thing, inmate.” The officer yelled and punched Damon in the stomach.

      Damon hunched over and grunted. The two officers broke his fall. Keeping him standing upright. The door finally opened, and Officer Bradford instructed Damon to sit before the warden. The other officers left, and Officer Bradford stood behind Damon.

      Warden Gilles took off his glasses.

      “Mr. Faulkner. I heard so much about you. I’m Warden Gilles. I wanted to check you out to see if you are a good fit to be out in the general population. You are doing a great job as the shepherd.

      “Yes, sir,” Damon responded. He felt Officer Bradford behind him. He moved up a little in his seat.

      “You will see your wife on family day,” the warden inquired.

      “Yes,” Damon replied.

      “We will watch you closely, Mr. Faulkner. You get out of line. You will go to the hole. Lose your work detail and all other inmate privileges.”

      “I don’t get it. Why is that a concern?”

      “You are an animal, Faulkner. A murder. An inmate. Mister Sleep walking killer himself. You would do anything for fame. A story. You are not bigger than the prison.”

      Damon leaned back in his chair.

      “I want to see my wife. I don’t want no problems when I go to the other unit,” Damon told the Warden.

      The warden looked at Officer Bradford. He put Damon in a chokehold. Damon tried to fight for air. The warden got up from his seat and looked into Damon’s frightened eyes as he struggled to breathe.

      “Just remember where you are. No one leaves Hell. Get him out of here.” The warden yelled at Officer Bradford.
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      The officers escorted Damon back to his cell, beaten and bruised.

      Anthony sat up from his bed. He placed the Bible on the desk and took off his glasses. Gabriel ran over from his cell.

      An awkward moment of silence circled the cell.

      Anthony anxiously asked,

      “Are you OK?”

      Damon reached under his bunk to pull out his slingshot.

      “I wish I could bash the warden’s face with this,” Damon said as he pulled back the resistant band.

      “Dang. That's bad.” Gabriel said as he looked down towards the ground. Sad for his prison brother.

      “Violence doesn’t solve violence. But love your enemies. Do good to them and lend to them, expecting nothing back, and you will be a child of the most high. Then your reward will be great, my friend.” Anthony told Damon for encouragement, pointing to the heavens.

      “Dude. I got my butt kicked, and you want to tell me proverbs?” Damon asked, placing the slingshot on his waistband.

      “Actually, that was Luke 6:35, but a proverb says: Through love and faithfulness, sin is atoned for; through the fear of the Lord, evil is avoided,” Antony told him.

      “You Sunday boys may like to turn the other cheek and say, let God fight my battles. It may be worth dying to fight back. It would be better than looking over your shoulder for the rest of your life,” Damon told them.

      “I may do life here, but you are serving double life, my friend. My heart is joyful and at peace. Take delight in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart. Life without Jesus is like life in prison. Once you accept him. The chains are broken, and you are free. Jesus is our only second chance in life. Accept HIM as your Lord and Savior. Then you will feel the burden lifted off your chest.” Anthony told Damon.

      Damon let the words sit in his mind for a minute. Damon’s seed in his heart grew a little more. There was a short silence in the cell. Thunder shook the prison, and the lights flickered. The inmates yelled in shock and fear at the unknown.

      “Sounds like someone is listening,” Gabriel said, looking up at the lights. His youth showed in his smile.

      “You guys are crazy. Thinking that a book is the answer to all things. In reality, we have all been judged and prosecuted by someone else,” Damon told them.

      “That’s the fight you want. Inspiration. Pray for those that persecute you and let the Lord fight your battles.”

      “Why is everything a proverb with you?” Damon asked.

      “It’s actually on this flyer we got for the 7-7 celebration,” Gabriel told Damon.

      “What?” Damon said as he took the flyer.

      It was a flyer for Sunday, July 7, a celebration with pastor Noel Goldstein.

      “Noel Goldstein?” Damon questioned as he looked at Anthony.

      “Yeah, you got me. I stole some of his quotes, but I’m excited to see him in person.” Anthony said behind a smile.

      Damon gave the flyer back to Gabriel.

      “I’m good on that, man.” He shook Gabriel’s hand in their brotherly way.

      Damon turned to Anthony, and they did their brotherly shake as well.

      Damon walked towards the door for his shift,

      “If you two excuse me. The Shepherd must walk through the valley of the shadow of death, but I fear no evil.” Damon said with a joking smile at Anthony before he left.
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      Justin was taken to the Bigley transportation warehouse at the port. He sat tied to a chair. His mouth was gagged with the same duct tape that held him down. There were flies all around him. The warehouse smelled like sulfur.

      The serpent stared at him, sitting on his lap. Justin couldn’t keep his eyes off the serpent as it danced around his belly. There were two men behind Justin with assault rifles. The mark of the serpent on their neck’s displayed their alliance. 

      Colin and Jason approached as the serpent slithered around Justin’s neck.

      Colin leaned down and looked Justin in the eyes. He reached into his pocket and pulled out some cheese. Colin held it up, and the serpent ate it.

      “What were you doing spying on me?” Colin asked Justin.

      “Is he the one?” One guard asked.

      He motioned for one of his guards to remove the tape on Justin’s mouth.

      A guard behind followed his instructions.

      “Naw, man. I think you got me confused for someone else. I was bird-watching.” Justin told him.

      Colin held out his hand. Jason handed him the camera. Colin scrolled through the photos of him and showed them to Justin.

      “You are on the wrong side of evil. The holy war is near.” Colin told Justin. He showed him the bite of the serpent around his neck. He had the mark of the beast.

      “You guys are sick. You let that ugly thing bite you.” Justin said as he looked at the deadly serpent facing him.

      “I don’t like to be called a thing. You hurt my feelings.” The serpent told him.

      Justin cringed when he heard it speak. Everyone laughed at Justin.

      “This is Moloch—a noble servant of the one we serve. You are one of us. Until you had serpent juice, you haven't had juice.” Colin said as he took out a spoon.

      Moloch emptied some venom from his phages.

      A man behind Justin choked him, making him watch the terror.

      Jason tied a tourniquet to Justin’s arm. Colin filled a syringe with Moloch’s venom. Justin tried to yell, but his mouth got covered by the man holding his head.

      Colin inserted the needle into Justin’s vein and Injected the lethal potent serpent juice.

      Moloch's smile was the last thing Justin saw before his eyes closed.
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      Officer Spencer Duncan from the Georgia Ports Authority found Justin motionless, washed ashore from the East River. He kicked him a few times to wake him. He yelled at him to wake up. There were no trauma signs when he rolled him over. He checked for a pulse and couldn’t find one. He called emergency medical services to confirm the death.

      Deputy Casey Stevens from the Glynn County Police Department arrived to provide help. He was holding his neck from the fresh serpent bite.

      “Hey, man. What do you have?” He asked with his flashlight out.

      “It doesn’t look like foul play. I don’t see any wounds. I couldn’t find a pulse. I don’t know what happened. He was lying down when I came on my patrol. I thought he was sleeping. I called my supervisor. He said to stay here until EMS confirms the death and take him to Georgia Health.” Officer Duncan told him.

      “I’m Casey, by the way,” Casey said as he shook his hand.

      “Spencer,” he replied.

      “You mind if I check it out for myself? I know this area. If he’s homeless or a user. I will know him.” Casey told him.

      “Shoot. Knock yourself out.” Spencer told him, relieved that another member behind the badge was there.

      Casey walked over to Justin and bent over his unconscious body.

      He pulled out another syringe filled with the serpent juice. He checked over his shoulder to see if Spencer was watching. Spencer was on his phone looking for lust and forgetting the importance of his position.

      As instructed, Casey opened the cap and grabbed Justin’s arm to give him another lethal dose.

      Thunder and lightning angered the skies above. A bald eagle above Casey screamed at him when he looked directly at it. The look the eagle gave him as it judged his actions froze Casey in his tracks.

      EMS arrived before Casey injected Justin with the syringe. He emptied the serpent’s juice on the grass and walked away from Justin.

      He met the medic on his way back to his car.

      “What do you think?” She asked Casey. Her partner was talking about sports with Spencer.

      “I don’t know about this one. I didn’t touch him. You guys came right on time. He looks dead. There is a syringe next to him. He must have shot up there and overdosed.” Spencer told her.

      “It’s a shame. I don’t know what they are putting in this new batch, but it's dropping people like flies.” She told him.

      “He won't be missed. Another junkie that gambled with his life.” Casey said with a grim smile.

      Casey looked up at the tree where the eagle was judging him. The eagle was gone. Nowhere to be seen in the sky.

      “You have a good day, ma’am,” Casey said as he tilted his hat toward her. He waved at Spencer, talking to the other medic.

      Casey drove off as he watched the medic attend to Justin.

      “Such a shame.” She said when she looked at the syringe lying next to him.

      She placed her hand under his chin.

      “Oh God!” she yelled.

      “He has a pulse! NARCAN! NARCAN! NARCAN!” She yelled, reaching for her bag.
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      Narcan was unsuccessful, and Justin was barely holding on. Spencer led EMS, full sirens blazing, on an escort as they rushed to Georgia Health Medical Center. The medical team was already geared up to receive Justin in their care.

      The EMS medic swung the doors open as soon as the ambulance stopped.

      “I lost his pulse!” The medic yelled frantically, holding a bag of saline above Justin. His partner helped him pull out a gurney.

      Justin flatlined when he arrived at the hospital. He was foaming at the mouth, losing color in his pigmentation. He went into full cardiac arrest. Medical personnel performed chest compressions on the way to trauma bay one. A team member ran down the hall with the crash cart. The trauma room quickly became a war zone as the medical team desperately tried to save his life.

      The emergency room doctor yelled orders to the staff as they rushed against the clock. Nurses tried starting intravenous catheters in any vein they could find. Another doctor prepared Justin for intubation. Radiology was on standby for their portable chest X-ray. Another member of the medical team took over chest compressions. Justin was hooked up to a monitor. 

      “Check Pulse!” The Chief physician yelled. One minute had passed since Justin took his last breath.

      Justin’s spirit levitated from his body. He had an aerial view of the medical team trying to bring life back to him. He flew like an eagle and saw a hooded man standing beside his lifeless body. He stared into the man’s hood but was met with total darkness. Justin lost focus when he heard Nikki yell his name in desperation. Her cries were still felt. Nikki ran in and fell to his body.

      “Security. Get her out!” The chief physician shouted.

      Justin saw her being pulled away by security.

      Then his spirit fell. Sending him flying in total darkness.

      Nikki called Lauren. She needed to talk to someone.

      “Hey, Nikki,” Lauren said when she answered.

      “Lauren,” Nikki cried out.

      “Honey. What’s wrong?” Lauren grabbed her chest. She felt the baby kick. She was almost due.

      “They found Justin strung out on some drugs close to where they found Curtis,” Nikki told Lauren.

      “Oh my! How is he?” Lauren was afraid to ask.

      “They are still working on him. They won’t let me go in. I was kicked out. It didn’t look good. He was cold.” Nikki cried to her.

      “OK, baby. Listen. You need to find a space. It doesn’t have to be big. You need to close your eyes and present your request to God. He is in God's hands now. If he goes, pray that God shows him mercy so you can see him again. Whether he lives or dies.” Lauren told Nikki to boost her confidence.

      “I’m going to get on my knees and do the same. You call me as soon as you have an update.” Lauren told Nikki.

      “Thank you so much. Bye!” Nikki said as she hung up the phone.

      Nikki looked around and saw eyes of judgment.

      She heard a voice in her soul. Her faith was building. Jesus inside of her, telling her,

      
        
        
        “When you pray, go into your room, close the door, and pray to your Father who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.”

      

      

      

      Nikki looked around.

      She saw a security guard wearing a Philadelphia Eagles cap.

      “Excuse me, Sir.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Hi. Where is the family room? My brother is the one that just came in.” Nikki said.

      “I’m sorry. Let me show you.”

      The security officer led her down a brief hallway. Leading to the family room. The signs were posted for rooms 10-13.

      “I will let them know you are here. When they're ready for you,” the officer told her.

      “Thank you. My father was an Eagles fan. What’s your name?” She politely asked him.

      “Roman.”

      “Thank you, Officer Roman.”

      “Anything else I can get you? A warm blanket, maybe?” Roman asked her.

      “No. I’m fine, thank you. Oh! What room is my brother in? I need to listen for my brother if I leave the lady’s room.” She asked Roman.

      “I think he is in room 1013,” Roman told her.

      “Thank you.”

      Roman closed the door behind him.

      Lauren and Nikki prayed for Justin.

      The doctors continued to work on him. Justin was now down for five minutes, and the emergency department chief shook her head.
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            HELL LEVEL 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Justin had a shortfall to hell, but the darkness continued. He couldn’t breathe behind the potent smell of sulfur clogging his airways. His flesh could still feel the pain as the heat burned his soul. The screams of other souls tormented his mind. The faceless hooded man was waiting for him. Justin knew to follow the hooded man when he turned away from him.

      The hooded man led Justin to his first chamber. Three demonic creatures with serpent faces and yellow eyes shackled him. His body burned beneath him, and he felt every degree of punishment. The creatures lost their legs and became serpents. They laughed at his pain as they cursed him when he tried to call for God. Justin looked up but only saw eternal darkness.

      “There is no God.” They laughed at him and slapped him in the face with their tongues.

      The serpents showed no mercy as their hate continued to torment his soul. His thoughts burned a hole in his mind. Justin wished death on himself to stop the pain he continued to feel. He thought he was alive in Hell.

      Justin wanted to beg for God, but the heat had already burned all of his flesh. Leaving him only to his bones. He gasped for air as he took his last breath before disappearing into ashes.

      Only to reappear several times over. Each time more painful than the last. Screams were heard around him, but he couldn’t see anyone in the darkness in front of him. He felt alone, and he was being mocked and tormented by the demonic serpents. They had their vicious demonic creatures on four legs held back by chains. The four-legged creatures were eating the flesh that fell off Justin as he continued to burn.

      Suddenly, the fire stopped burning his flesh but continued to burn beneath his feet. The demonic serpents left with their creatures, but the screams around him and the torment in his mind continued. The hooded man appeared and came face to face with Justin.

      “Sir, have pity on me and dip the tip of your finger in water and cool my tongue because I am in agony in this fire,” Justin begged.

      “This is why you are in agony.” The hooded man told him in a demonic voice.

      An eyeball appeared before Justin. He was looking into his eyes. His life was being played in front of him like an old, boring movie. It showed all the grave decisions he made in life. All the people he hurt by the choices he made. The consequences of his actions he did not see. The people’s lives he changed negatively that he never knew.

      Justin cried every time Nikki found him overdosing on drugs. He didn’t know how much she loved him. That part of his movie played on repeat. He hated the man he saw and understood why he was being tormented. The fact that he lived in the flesh got him where he was. All the time, he looked on the internet for lust. The times he paid for drugs. His envy of what others had and his worry about how to achieve those things.

      That’s how his timeline ended on the first level of hell. The falling in darkness. A walk to the chambers. The mockery from the demonic serpents with their four-legged creatures.

      The choices that placed him on level one in hell tormented his mind several times. On repeat. A nightmare he won’t escape.

      On the surface, where compressions were still in progress. It was only the first five minutes.
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      The demonic serpents returned without their guardians of darkness beside them. They unchained Justin and left him with the hooded man.

      “Water, please,” Justin begged.

      Suddenly, he was on fire again. It brought him to his knees. He felt the pain of being burned alive. He felt every hate the fire represented.

      The hooded man tormented his mind with all the horrible things he had done in his life. The pain he caused others. The pain he caused his mom made him scream like the other lost souls in Hades.

      It was the moment he realized he was in a pit of fire with other souls around him. All were screaming from the hurt they caused in the world.

      Justin looked up from the pit and saw the hooded man looking down at him. The serpents of hell stood beside the hooded man. They had their guardians of darkness ready to devour the souls below. They gave the souls no mercy as the pain from burning continued to torment them in the pit.

      Justin couldn’t communicate with the others like the hooded man. His throat burned. He continued to thirst for water. He knew he should have hydrated on the Lord his whole life, but he wanted what the flesh wanted.

      His body burned like the others. All suffering in their own pain. Seeing their own hooded figure above. He still inhaled the sulfur that continued to circle the air.

      Justin wanted to die, so his torment would be over. He tried to beg for mercy, but the other souls around him reminded him there was no hope. He tried to reach the man on the ledge. The fire pit got deeper as he tried to look at the hooded man. The pain of never leaving the screaming, burning pit overshadowed the pain of his flesh slowly burning away. Justin and the other souls melted to ashes. He heard the thoughts of others begging for the torment to end and not looking forward to being cremated alive.

      Justin was choking on the smell of others mixed with the sulfur. They were gasping for final breaths. Justin saw them all disappear until he was the last in the pit.

      Moments later, Justin reappeared in front of the hooded man, unchained. The demonic serpents were walking away from him. His body burned. He fell to his knees again from the pain.

      He was returned to the pit of fire with the same souls. Living the same torment, feeling the fate of no hope.

      Justin suffered this torment several times over. A nightmare he won’t escape.

      On the surface, life-saving measures were still in progress. Justin was now down for six minutes.
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            HELL LEVEL UNKNOWN, 10:13 PM

          

        

      

    

    
      Justin appeared in front of the hooded man after his last cremation. The hooded man took him to a gathering of demonic serpents. The head of the table was an enormous red beast with a dragon's body. It had six serpent heads with ten horns. 

      Justin looked on as one of the demonic serpents spoke to the red serpent king.

      “Moloch is on his way to get the Gath. After that, we shall have our leader and army on earth to spread hate, kill, steal, and destroy. Just like you desire, my lord.” Justin heard the demonic serpent tell the serpent king.

      It terrified Justin as he saw the meeting take place from his point of view.

      A loud, demonic cry sounded above Justin and the hooded man. The six heads turned into one enormous serpent. It slithered over to Justin and hovered over top of him. His yellow eyes focused on Justin. The serpent looked like Moloch. The serpent hissed and opened his mouth, showing its sharp fangs.

      Justin turned to the hooded man. The serpent went to devour him.

      “Oh, God. Please help me.” Justin said.

      The hooded man revealed himself to Justin. It was Justin in the earthly flesh.

      The hooded Justin placed his arms around him as the serpent approached.

      “Go find The Shepherd,” The hooded Justin said.

      The serpent devoured them.

      On the surface, life-saving measures were still in progress. Justin was now down for seven minutes.
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      Roman and the chief emergency physician entered the family room while Nikki prayed intensely with The Lord.

      “Ms. Wright. I am Doctor Grant. Your brother was down for seven minutes,” Doctor Grant said.

      Doctor Grant stopped when Nikki sat on the couch and cried in anticipation, knowing the doctor had come to tell her about her brother.

      Doctor Grant walked over and sat down next to Nikki. She turned to Roman.

      “Can you give us a minute? I'll be all right.” Doctor Grant told Roman.

      Roman handed Nikki a few tissues from the sink.

      “Thank you,” Nikki said. She looked at the Philadelphia Eagles hat he was wearing. She wasn’t sure how her mind was playing games with her. The eagle in the logo smiled and winked at her.

      Faith took away her anxiety. She felt the presence of Him by her side. Nikki wiped her face as her heart calmed her soul. Doctor Grant grabbed Nikki’s hand.

      “Honey, your brother was down for seven minutes. After several life-saving measures, I was ready to call it at 10:13. I gave him another epinephrine,” Doctor Grant told Nikki.

      Nikki wiped her face again. Her faith calmed her soul.

      “He had a brief seizure,” Doctor Grant shook her head.

      Nikki leaned her head back to the ceiling. The family room had the roof painted to look like the sky. Nikki saw a bald eagle with a serpent in its mouth, but it smiled joyfully.

      “Your brother is a lucky man,” Doctor Grant said.

      Nikki glanced at Doctor Grant.

      “I’m sorry?” Nikki asked.

      “I have seen nothing like this. No one in that room had seen anything like what had happened. Your brother was dead for seven minutes. Something in him shook life back into him.” Doctor Grant told Nikki.

      “Thank God!” Nikki yelled out. She looked back at the eagle. The snake was missing from his mouth.

      “I don’t believe in miracles—just medicine. I don’t believe in God, just fate. After seeing you on your knees when I walked in. Witnessing the miracle that your brother received. I have to reconsider the path my life is going.” Doctor Grant said.

      Nikki smiled gently.

      “Your brother is in stable condition. He would be moved to the floor once all his vitals stabilized. You need to keep a close eye on him. Next time, he might not be so lucky,” Doctor Grant told her.

      “Thank you so much,” Nikki said as she cried.

      After feeling her faith, Doctor Grant hugged her. Doctor Grant felt moved by Nikki’s tears.

      Doctor Grant wiped her face and stood up.

      “Promise me you will get him some help. I don’t want to see him in my emergency room again.” Doctor Grant said as she headed for the door.

      “Doctor Grant!” Nikki said.

      Doctor Grant opened the door and turned around to give Nikki her attention.

      “It is because of Him. I am blessed, not stressed.” Nikki told the doctor.

      “With a brother like that. Both of you better count your blessings. He will stress you out if he doesn’t change his ways,” Doctor Grant said as she walked out the door.
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      Nikki called Lauren early the next day to give her an update.

      “The doctor said it is a miracle he’s alive. He’s stable, but he hasn’t woken up yet. He is sleeping the drugs off. I don’t know any medical stuff. I’m just glad he’s still here. The power of prayer works.” Nikki told her.

      “Thank God!” Lauren said.

      “Code Blue.” The overhead speakers faintly spoke over their conversation.

      “Amen!” Nikki rejoiced.

      “What are you going to do now?” Lauren asked her.

      “I don’t want to leave his side. When he opens his eyes, I want to be here. I don’t want him to feel alone.” Nikki told Lauren as she looked out the window.

      There was a family of bald eagles in a tree across the room. The male eagle turned towards Nikki and spread his enormous wings.

      “Do you need anything? I can bring you something on my way to church. Then I’m going with Olivia to the prison for family day." Lauren told her.

      “Oh no. That is today. I was supposed to help usher in the seven-seven celebration at the prison. I’m afraid I’m going to miss it. I wanted to see Noel Goldstein,” Nikki said.

      “Would you like me to look after Justin so you can go?” Lauren said as her phone rang on the other line.

      “No, you’re pregnant. Don’t worry about it. They took Damon’s case away from me at the prison. Tell Damon I said hello, and he should go tonight.” Nikki told Lauren.

      “Nikki. Hold on. I have another call.” Lauren clicked over to the other line.

      Nikki rubbed Justin’s head and watched him breathe. She kissed him on the cheek.

      Lauren clicked over from the other line.

      “Nikki, it’s Olivia,” Lauren said. She didn’t sound happy.
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      Damon returned to his cell from his evening as The Shepherd. He ran into Gabriel on his way out with his slingshot.

      “Hey, man. Want to play angry birds before family day?” Gabriel asked him.

      “Naw, man. After the night, Winter and I had. I think I’m good for today. Going to rest a little before I see Olivia this afternoon.” Damon said as he grabbed the heart Gabriel made for him.

      “All right, man. Don’t forget we have our big day today. We have our celebration tonight at seven. You are welcome to come.” Gabriel told him as he gave him a flyer.

      Damon looked at it.

      “This is the same thing you had last time,” Damon said as he examined the headlines of the celebration flyer.

      Celebrate Christ on July 7 @7pm. 7-7 @7pm

      “Catchy. I like it.” Damon told Gabriel.

      “Are you going? They will have some good food, bro: pizza and wings. At least go for the pizza,” Gabriel said.

      “The pizza sounds good, bro. I’m good, man. After spending time with Olivia, I may come back and hang out.” Damon said.

      “All right, man. I’m going to leave the flyer here with you. If you reconsider,” Gabriel said as he pointed to the heart he had made for Olivia. He placed the flyer on Damon’s bunk.

      “Hey, man. Thank you for this. I appreciate the gifts you made recently.” Damon said as he grabbed the slingshot.

      “I appreciate you having my back. If you change your mind, I’ll save you a seat in the front with Anthony and I,” Gabriel said.

      “Bet,” Damon said as they shook hands in their brotherhood way.

      Gabriel left to play angry birds but met Anthony at the doorway.

      “What’s up, man?” Gabriel asked him as they shook hands in their brotherhood way.

      “You’re going to church tonight, right?” Anthony asked Gabriel.

      “I was telling Damon about it,” Gabriel said, pointing at Damon.

      “You better get on your boy, man. You know I’m going. He must don’t like pizza,” Gabriel said as he left.

      “You don’t like pizza?” Anthony asked Damon.

      “I like pizza. I’m just going to be focused on Olivia. I may want to be alone. No offense.” Damon said to Anthony.

      “None taken. I get it. I was the same for my first seven months. Like you, I was in denial. Now is the time to turn over your worries to Him and let Him be your light.” Anthony said as he pointed to the ceiling.

      “Focus on God’s word today so you can be a better person tomorrow than you were yesterday,” Anthony told him as he placed his hand on Damon’s shoulder.

      Faith grew a little more in Damon’s heart. The words motivated his soul, and chills ran down his spine. It calmed his anxiety.

      “I appreciate that man. I’ll think about it.” Damon said as they shook hands.

      “Hope to see you there,” Anthony said as he grabbed his Bible and left the cell.

      Damon placed the heart, slingshot, rope, and flyer on the table. He picked up the picture of him and Olivia on their wedding day.

      “I love you!” He told her.

      Damon placed the picture on his chest and fell asleep.

      Thinking of Olivia.
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      “Faulkner! Visitor. Let’s go!” A correctional officer yelled over the loudspeaker in the cell.

      It startled Damon from his sleep. The picture of him and Olivia was close to his chest.

      Damon took a stretch. His heart palpated from the anxiety of seeing his wife. He desired a hug. The last time he hugged her was Thanksgiving night with Curtis. Eight months later, he was ready for another one.

      Damon grabbed the heart Gabriel made. He picked up the celebration flyer. He crumbled it up and threw it in the trash.

      “No thanks.” He said with a smirk.

      Damon brushed his teeth. The loudspeaker in his cell came on.

      “Faulkner! Visitor! Please report to the administration building.”

      The second call increased Damon’s anxiety. He finished his hygiene and ran out of his cell with Olivia’s heart. Damon ran down the stairs of the unit.

      “Whoa! Whoot, Whoot!” Inmates cheered Damon on. They knew how much this meant to him.

      Damon ran outside towards the administration building. It was about one hundred yards to reach his destination. The afternoon sun burned his eyes the moment he stepped into it. Crows circled the sky, looking for dinner.

      Damon saw a few church service members being escorted toward the chapel. He made eye contact with Pastor Noel Goldstein. He didn’t know who he was. The pastor waved at Damon. He waved back.

      Pastor Goldstein felt compelled to pray for Damon when Damon waved back at him. So, he did on his way to the chapel.

      When Damon reached the main doors of the administration office, a correctional officer opened the door for him. Damon took his time walking down the hall to the family center. His heart pounded heavier the closer he got to the door.

      Another correctional officer was standing at the door leading to the family center. He held out his hand, signaling Damon to stop.

      “Name,” the Officer asked.

      “Faulkner,” Damon told him.

      “Faulkner!” The officer announced on his walkie.

      “Table 7.” The radio replied.

      “Put the heart on the table. Turn around and place your hands up.” The officer instructed.

      Damon did what he was instructed. He knew the procedures the jail had in place.

      The officer searched Damon.

      “Alright. You can turn around and put your hands down.” The officer told him.

      Damon picked up his heart.

      The officer opened the door to the family room.

      “Table seven.” He told Damon.

      Damon anxiously walked in and looked around for table seven.

      The heart in his hand and his chest dropped when he saw her standing there.
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      Damon picked up the wooden heart. He didn’t know what to expect when he saw her standing there. He didn’t know what to think.

      They made eye contact. She nervously waved at him. Damon knew it wasn’t a mistake.

      Damon made his way to table seven. She took a seat first. He pulled out the chair and took a seat. She already had a balled-up napkin.

      “Hi, Damon. I’m Lauren. Curtis' wife.” Lauren said.

      “Oh, I should have known with the baby,” Damon said as he pointed to her abdomen.

      Lauren rubbed her belly when she felt the baby move.

      “I’m sorry for what happened to Curtis. I can’t imagine what you are going through. It may be hard for you to know that Nikki tried to help me while I’m here.” Damon said.

      Lauren waved her hands.

      “No. Nikki is like a daughter. Right now, she is not doing well.” Lauren told him.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Her brother had a heart attack after he overdosed on some new drug that hit the streets. People are dropping like flies.” Lauren told him.

      “Oh, word! Is he?”

      Lauren waved her hand again to stop Damon.

      “By the Grace of God. He was saved. He is breathing on his own now, but he hasn’t woken up yet. His brain scans showed no damage. The doctors don’t know how long it will take for him to wake back up.”

      Lauren placed her arms on the table.

      “Damon. The reason I am here is about Olivia.”

      “Right. Where is Olivia?” Damon asked.

      Lauren got a little teary-eyed.

      “She passed away last night from a blood clot.”
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      Damon was crushed when he heard the news from Lauren.

      “How? Why did this happen?” Damon asked.

      “From what I understand. The doctors placed her on new medication for her cancer treatment. It caused a blood clot in her lungs. The cancer had spread to her lungs and other organs. She had stage four breast cancer. She knew her days were numbered, but she kept her faith. She was coming here to tell you, and she didn’t know how to break it to you. I was coming here to help her, not give you this news. I know she loved you.” Lauren told Damon.

      Damon cried. He wiped his face before the second one fell. He placed his head on the table and wept. The entire family room turned to look at Damon. Lauren felt his pain from her side of the table. She wanted to console him but was hesitant because he was the sleepwalking killer. She didn’t know what to do. She was hurting herself and concerned for Justin.

      Lauren felt the baby kick when he heard Damon cry. Faith entered Lauren's soul and moved her closer to Damon. She sat beside him and placed her hand on his back as Damon let his emotions empty.

      “I have been working on the prison grounds as the shepherd. A guy made this for me to give to her. Can you place this on her stone? I know I may never see it. Being here for life meant I would miss this moment. Before she died, I wished I could have seen her. The moment came too soon.” Damon said he mourned for Olivia.

      The entire room felt his pain. The believers in the room prayed for him. Even though they didn’t know his circumstances. Damon still felt faith in the power of prayer.

      “I want to sign over my home to you so you can sell it and provide Olivia with a proper burial. You can keep the rest to raise your baby. Money is no good in here,” Damon told Lauren.

      “Thank you, but you don’t have to give me anything,” Lauren said.

      “It’s the least I can do to pay for the services that Curtis tried to provide. He was trying to help me go home. Now my home is here, and everything I had or loved is gone. I have nothing else to live for. Whatever I need to sign. You can have Nikki bring it up here. No questions asked. My life is here now.” Damon told Lauren.

      Lauren could hear the pain in Damon’s voice.

      “Thank you. That’s very kind of you. Curtis always told his fellowship his favorite message of getting right with The Lord. You can’t turn back time, but you can turn back to Christ. You know Olivia was a true believer. You love her. You want to see her again? Turn your life to Christ. It’s never too late for a second chance,” Lauren told him.

      “I heard turning back too many times. God has taken everything away from me for the last few months. I will not give him the satisfaction of praise when he sentenced me.” Damon said as he pounded on the table with anger.

      Lauren jumped. The room got quiet. Damon looked down in shame.

      “Sorry.” He told the room as he wiped his face from the tears that fell.

      “Sorry.” Damon softly told Lauren. 

      “It took me a while to get over losing Curtis, and I don’t blame anyone for what happened to him. Especially God. If you’re angry, tell God how you feel. Don’t take it out on the table.” Lauren told him.

      Lauren got up from the table.

      “You know what? Maybe I will do just that, Mrs. Key,” Damon said as he stood up with her.

      Lauren reached out her arm, and they shook hands.

      “God bless you, Damon,” Lauren said.

      Damon smiled and shook her hand back.

      “More like God cursed me,” Damon said as he turned away.
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      Damon returned to the unit. It was empty, besides a few inmates playing dominos. Damon strolled along but still scanned the surrounding atmosphere.

      “Faulkner!” A correctional officer yelled.

      Damon acknowledged him before he went up the stairs.

      “Moving out in the morning. Just a heads up.” The correctional officer told him.

      “Yeah, I know,” Damon yelled back.

      Damon ran up the stairs to his cell. The rope he planned to hang himself with was gone from the table.

      He looked under the bunks. It wasn’t there either. Damon fell to his knees and cried like he hadn’t cried before. He couldn’t hold it in any longer. He felt the pain of losing Olivia. He grabbed his heart like he was having a heart attack and wept on the floor.

      “Church service starts in fifteen minutes,” the loudspeaker announced.

      Damon sat on the floor facing the cell doors. He wiped his face with his shirt. A guest of wind circled the cell, knocking off the celebration flyer. It landed between Damon’s sandals.

      Damon read the bold letters that stared at him.

      With Pastor Noel Goldstein.

      “I thought I had thrown this away. That’s the guy from earlier. Damon said to himself as he picked up the flyer and read the top.

      Celebrate Christ on July 7 @7pm. 7-7 @7pm

      “Celebrate Christ when he put me here.”

      Damon balled up the flyer, still curious how it was there, and left the cell.

      Damon wanted to go to church and tell God a piece of his mind.
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      Damon entered the packed chapel. He didn’t expect to see so many inmates wanting to praise God. That wasn’t what he was there for.

      It was standing room only. Damon heard a whistle from the middle row. It was Anthony waving him over. Gabriel left for a moment while Damon made his way to Anthony.

      The faith in the air instantly made Damon forget why he was there. As soon as he entered the house of God, Damon felt His presence. He was fixated on the choir and their upbeat tempo theme music. His legs and head bounced to the groove.

      Damon casually scanned the area on his way to meet up with Anthony. He noticed inmates of every creed, background, and every other part of life. Damon was moved by the faith the men were expressing. The dancing, hugging, and praising of God moved Damon spiritually. The inmates in the chapel were having a great time. Damon remembered he had the flyer in his hand. He opened it and read:

      Celebrate Christ.

      “Okay, let’s see what you’re about. I’ll give you a listen.” Damon said as he continued his stroll down the aisle. None of the inmates judged him as he strolled. Some inmates reached out and greeted him. Many of the inmates of different generations embraced him and called him brother—the love and embracing caught Damon off guard. Love was a feeling he wasn’t expecting in prison.

      Their words of faith opened Damon’s heart to be receptive to the word of God.

      The choir sang a soulful rendition of Come by Here, Good Lord.

      Inmates and the staff danced along. Damon reached Anthony, moving his head to the music. Anthony was clapping along when he saw Damon. They shook hands in their brotherhood way.

      “I’m glad you came. You made a good choice.”

      “I came for the pizza. Not the man that judges all.” Damon said with an attitude. He remembered why he was there.

      Anthony put his hands up.

      “Your secret is safe with me,” Anthony told him.

      Gabriel returned to the group with two plates and some sodas.

      “You ask, and you shall receive,” Anthony told him as he took a soda from Gabriel.

      Gabriel handed Damon a plate of pizza and a can of soda.

      “Thanks,” Damon told him.

      “No worries, man. I got you. I’m glad you came.” Gabriel told him.

      Damon savored the first bite of the meat lover’s pizza.

      “Oh, man. That’s good. I missed fast-food pizza. I forgot how good this tastes.” Damon said, grateful for the food.

      “Here, man. Have mine. I had some earlier.” Gabriel said as he gave his plate to Damon.

      “Are you sure?” Damon asked.

      “Yeah, bro. If I want more, they have plenty. So eat it while it's hot. We're all family in here,” Gabriel told him.

      The song ended. The inmates were taking their seats.

      “Did Olivia like the heart?” Gabriel asked.

      Damon looked towards the ground. His eyes were a little watery. Anthony moved closer to Damon. He placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “Brother, what’s wrong?” Anthony asked Damon.

      Behind teary eyes and holding the pizza.

      “I didn’t have time to say goodbye. She died last night from her fight with cancer.” Damon said.

      Members of the chapel heard him. Anthony grabbed him. He hugged him.

      “I’m sorry, brother,” Anthony told him.

      Damon cried a little more. Anthony blanketed him with faith.

      “It’s OK, my brother. Let it out. There is no judgment here,” Anthony told him.

      Damon let it out and wept.

      Gabriel grabbed the food and placed it down. He joined them in a hugging circle. A few inmates around them joined the circle and spread their love to Damon.

      That was the second time Damon felt the presence of HIM, and Damon wept.
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      Pastor Noel walked on the stage after the song. The men still hugged Damon as he cried on Anthony’s shoulder.

      Pastor Noel noticed the men embracing each other.

      “Amen. The power of faith is always in the presence of Him.” Pastor Noel said as he pointed to the heavens. Anthony turned around.

      “He lost someone close to him today,” Anthony told the pastor.

      “I’m sorry,” Pastor Noel said.

      Pastor Noel walked off the stage and approached Damon and the surrounding men.

      “What’s your name, my friend?” Pastor Noel asked as he reached out his hand to Damon.

      “Damon.”

      “Damon. Who was it you lost?”

      “My wife,” Damon replied.

      “What was your wife’s name?”

      “Olivia.”

      Pastor Noel placed his hand on Damon’s shoulder.

      “Do you know if Olivia was a believer?” Pastor Noel asked.

      “Yes. Very much so.” Damon confidently spoke.

      Pastor Noel felt the confidence Damon had in his wife.

      “Then you know. If you are a believer, you will see her again at the gates of heaven.” Pastor Noel told him.

      “Really?” Damon questioned as he gave the pastor a puzzled look. 

      “He is new to the faith. It is a miracle he is even here.” Anthony told the pastor.

      “Oh. Well, today’s message is for you, but first,” Pastor Noel said as he placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “Is it all right if I pray for you?” Pastor Noel asked.

      Damon nodded his head. He wasn’t expecting comfort from the pastor.

      “Everyone, please bow your heads. Let us pray for our brother, Damon. Reach your arm out and send faith his way.” Pastor Noel told the congregation.

      The congregation lowered their heads, and everyone stretched their arms toward Damon.

      Damon’s anxiety was lifted by the power of faith reaching his soul.

      “Father, we are here today to lift Damon’s soul. To lift his spirit, Lord. Losing someone you love is always hard, but knowing you will see them again as true believers of Christ is worth giving you all the praise today. Isaiah 57 says, those who walk uprightly enter peace; they find rest as they lie in death. Death is not the end of our spirits. It’s just the beginning of our eternity with you. Father, may Damon find peace on earth knowing that Olivia is at peace with you. As a true believer in Christ, accepting Jesus as our Lord and Savior. And Father, may Damon find peace knowing that one day he can find peace in seeing Olivia again as he turns his life around and grows in the word of God. In Jesus’ name,” Pastor Noel prayed.

      “Amen!” The congregation shouted in unison.

      Pastor Noel hugged a tearful Damon. A few inmates applauded.

      The prayer and love Damon had received was all the faith he needed to find peace.

      He was now eager to hear the word of God.
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      Pastor Noel returned to the stage. The congregation applauded as he walked to the podium. He waved and smiled as he adjusted the microphone on his shirt.

      “Thank you.” Pastor Noel said behind the standing ovation.

      “Hold up your bible.” Pastor Noel told the congregation.

      He waited for everyone to raise their Bible. When Pastor Noel started his opening motivational monologue, the congregation sang along—already knowing the words to his motivation of faith.

      “I will talk the word of God! I will walk the word of God! And I will believe the word of God! No weapons formed against me shall prosper! All those that rise against me shall fall! I will not fear what the devil may bring me because I am a servant of God! In Jesus’ name, AMEN!” Roared throughout the chapel.

      Those last few words shifted into Damon’s spirit. It reminded him of all the times Olivia would sing that song when facing hard times. He now knew where she got it from—he had never heard a message from pastor Noel. Damon was intrigued to listen to what Pastor Noel had to say. His faith grew a little more, erasing the hurt he once had with God. He was now listening for Him and receptive to His word.

      Pastor Noel started his sermon and had Damon’s full attention on the edge of his seat.

      “Since this prison has a special name among you guys here. I never thought I would visit Hell.” Pastor Noel laughed. The chapel also had a few laughs in the congregation.

      “I thought it would be a good idea to talk about judgment. Some of you may feel you have been judged wrongly. I want to show you why.” Pastor Noel made eye contact with Damon. He didn’t know Damon as the sleepwalking killer. He just saw the hurt in Damon and wanted to increase his faith. After praying for him, he felt connected.

      Damon’s heart jumped when the pastor made eye contact with him. Faith reached Damon’s soul, and he reached down to grab one of the prison bibles. He looked at Anthony and Gabriel, who weren’t paying him any mind. They were focused on the pastor. Damon curiously scanned the chapel. Every face was glued to the stage to hear what pastor Noel had to say.

      The spotlight was on pastor Noel when Damon returned his attention to the stage.

      “I want to tell you a story about mercy. Jesus told Peter in Matthew 18:21, The Parable of the unmerciful servant.” Pastor Noel told the congregation.

      Damon was hinged on his words like a son listening to his father.

      “When Peter asked Jesus, how many times should he forgive? Listen to the keywords. Forgive.” Pastor Noel took a moment to let his words build faith in every soul before him.

      “Well. I’m done. I will not forgive the people who put me here.” Damon said to himself. He put the Bible back down.

      “We all have been judged here on earth…God is the only one who judges us when we die,” Pastor Noel said.

      It brought Damon back to the center of attention. He understood what the pastor was saying. He didn’t know how it made sense to him, but he felt the relief of faith as Pastor Noel continued speaking. Faith moved in his heart.

      “Jesus said that the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle a bad debt with a servant. This one servant begged for forgiveness for his debt, and the king felt pity for him and canceled his debt. The king forgave him as God forgives us. The king showed the man mercy as God shows us.” Pastor Noel told the congregation.

      Damon was intrigued. He had never heard the story Jesus told about the unmerciful servant. He hadn’t heard many Jesus stories to that point in his life.

      Damon blocked out every noise and other distraction and stayed tunnel-visioned on Pastor Noel as he continued the story. Damon picked up the Bible and turned to Matthew 18:21.

      “Later on, that same servant saw a man that owed the servant less money than the servant owed the king. The servant choked and threatened the other man. He demanded this other man pay what he owed—shamed him in front of many people. This other man couldn’t pay but pleaded for his life. He begged for forgiveness as the servant did towards the king. The servant didn’t want to hear it. He punished this other man and sent him to jail for an unpaid debt. He was showing no mercy. Back then, those were the laws. Later, witnesses told the king what had happened. The king called the servant back to his chambers and asked him. Why didn't he show the same mercy? The servant didn’t respond appropriately, and it angered the king. The king threw the servant in jail right next to the man the servant threw in jail. Jesus then told Peter. That is how God will treat us if we don’t forgive our brother and sister from our hearts. Again, the word is to forgive. If someone hurts you or does you wrong. Never ask for justice. Let God take care of it with his Mercy. Forgive those that hurt you. Amen!” Pastor Noel told the congregation, but he looked again at Damon.

      “AMEN!” The congregation yelled back, including Damon.

      Damon had to think and let the words sit on his soul. The words of faith the pastor spoke blossomed in Damon’s heart. He felt it was time to forgive.
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      Damon looked over at Anthony. He was intrigued by how he hung on to every word pastor Noel was saying. Damon scanned the congregation and saw tears on the faces of the other inmates. It moved Damon because no one was there to cast judgment in the house of God.

      A security officer caught Damon’s attention. He was the only one he saw. He looked at the seat in front of the security officer and saw Dai Hynes glued to every word Pastor Noel was preaching. It brightened Damon’s soul to see someone like Dai Hynes accepted in the church.

      “Only God can judge,” Damon told himself, returning his attention to pastor Noel and his sermon.

      “Before, I invite people here to accept Jesus as their Lord and Savior and walk, talk, and believe the word of God as you sit in your seats. No matter how you got there. I want you to remember this one thing,” Pastor Noel said.

      In the mind of Damon. He saw Curtis standing in place of Pastor Noel as he told the congregation,

      “Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven. Everyone deserves a second chance. Get your second chance with Jesus today. Let him guide you as you move forward to a new you.” Damon lost his mind when he heard it. He felt it was Curtis contacting him. Curtis morphed back into pastor Noel. Pastor Noel continued to talk to the congregation.

      “Jesus said I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. For those of you that want to walk with the word of God, knowing he is the final judgment after we leave this earth. I would like for you to walk up the stage so we can pray for you. Ask the Lord our King to forgive you for your debts. Your sins. So, he can have mercy on you, and you can have peace in the kingdom of heaven.” Pastor Noel told the congregation as he looked around.

      “As we have people walking up to follow Christ. We are blessed to have your local rock band provide tunes to welcome these gentlemen on their journey.” Pastor Noel said.

      The prison rock band started their rendition of

      ‘How far is Heaven?’

      An inmate put soul in his guitar while playing the first few notes. A few inmates danced and enjoyed themselves.

      Dai Hynes was the first inmate to move forward and walk toward the middle of the aisle. He turned his life over to Christ. Damon scanned the church, and no one passed judgment, seeing Dai with tears in his eyes, standing alone in the aisle.

      Another inmate followed. Anthony and Gabriel were enjoying themselves to the music. Damon was surprised at how open everyone was with each other. People were being themselves and giving praise to God. The word of God spoke through Damon as the singer spoke the first words of the song:

      
        
        
        “Save me from this prison! Lord, help me get away/Cause only you can save me now from this misery.”

      

      

      

      Faith moved to Damon’s knees and stood him up. Confidence boosted his soul when the singer spoke to him again.

      
        
        
        “I've been lost in my own place, and I'm getting' weary/How far is heaven? And I know that I need to change my ways of living.'How far is heaven? Lord, can you tell me!”

      

      

      

      Faith lifted Damon down the aisle to a smiling Pastor Noel. Damon stood next to Dai Hynes. Dai reached out his hand and said,

      “Welcome, Brother.”

      Damon shook Dai’s hand. Damon went to church to blame God, but Faith had him praise God.

      The song continued in the background as seven of Pastor Noel’s ministers circled the three men and prayed for them as they laid hands on their shoulders.

      Damon cried more than he cried for the passing of Olivia.

      As the ministers laid hands and prayed for Damon. He felt his pain, anger, malice, and frustrations for God leave his soul, and he received the comfort of HIS love. Damon finally felt HIM in his spirit. Even though he had it all along, he finally felt the love from HIM.

      That’s when Damon David Faulkner became born again—giving and turning his life back to Christ. He dropped his birth name and told the congregation to call him David.
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      After the ministers prayed over him, Gabriel and Anthony finally got close to David. David was filled with faith after receiving many blessings. He had a new soul. The love he felt from the word of God renewed his spirit.

      “So, it's David now?” Anthony asked him.

      “Yeah. I’m moving forward and leaving the past behind me. I will also leave my old name with it. Start my new walk with God as a new man. Thank you for inviting me.” David said.

      “How do you feel?” Gabriel asked him.

      “Almost forgot I was in prison. Honestly.” David told them.

      “Because you’re not in prison. You are in the house of God. When you walk with God. You are free.” Anthony told him as he pointed to the heavens.

      “Thanks,” David said as they shook hands in their brotherhood way.

      “I’m so happy for you,” Anthony told David, embracing a hug from his friend.

      David looked over and saw Dai in the corner enjoying some pizza. The correctional officer left him alone for the time being.

      Pastor Noel came over to speak with the gentlemen. He shook David’s hand.

      “David. I’m so happy you made the journey. I saw you walking over to the administration building. Something told me to pray for you. I KNEW GOD WANTED YOU HERE when I saw you in the crowd earlier. He has great things for your future.” Pastor Noel said.

      Pastor Noel turned to speak with Gabriel and Anthony. “Where are you guys going after this?” Anthony asked him.

      “Israel.” Pastor Noel faintly spoke behind David.

      David excused himself to walk over to the pizza table where Dai was standing.

      David and Dai made eye contact when David reached the table.

      “Brother David,” Dai said as he shook his hand. He wasn’t the scary person the media pictured him to be. David thought the same about his life. He wasn’t the sleepwalking killer that the media thought he was.

      David went for a slice of pizza. He held it as he sized up Dai.

      “I know what you’re thinking. How can a man like me ask God for forgiveness?” Dai asked him.

      “Today’s message was clear. Don’t judge. That’s what he’s for.” David said as he pointed to the heavens like Anthony. He couldn’t believe the words he had said to himself. He looked over and saw Anthony still speaking with pastor Noel.

      “You’re right. Only he knows. This is where I have learned a lot. I have been coming to this church for years. I have seen Matthew Wright—Nikki’s father. Preach up there before they executed him. He was at peace when it was his time to go. I never repented until today. Now, only God can judge me. Whatever I get. I know I deserve it from HIM. I will pray that God has mercy on me. There is no excuse for my actions, even though I had a rough childhood. I have forgiven those who hurt me, and I pray that the ones I hurt forgive me.” Dai told David.

      “Do you think it’s that easy? Confess and repent, and he’ll forgive us.” David asked.

      “If you don’t. Then why did you? Why are you here?” Dai asked David.

      “I came for a purpose that shifted as soon as I entered this place,” David said as he looked at Jesus on the cross that hung over the podium.

      “No. You came with questions, and now you have answers. All these years, I have learned. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and will forgive us for our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” Dai said.

      “Okay, but I mean. Don’t all guys like us find God in prison? There are reasons guys like us are here. Without passing judgment. We have all been sentenced to hell.” David told Dai.

      “Matthew Wright told me before he died. All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God, and all are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. We all have a destiny that ends with death, but before we die, we all have a chance for redemption. Finding Jesus is finding a second chance. My second chance was to find God here and save at least one soul before I die.” Dai said.

      “Do you think you reached that soul? David asked.

      “After all the appeals. I die tonight at midnight. So, I guess I served my purpose. Heaven or hell. Here I come.” Dai said as he excused himself, leaving the chapel with the correctional officer assigned to him.

      That evening, David was reading the Bible Curtis gave him. It calmed David’s soul as he scrolled through the pages. Reading the highlights Curtis made.

      The electricity in the prison flickered several times. It startled him. It was the first time his heart had felt a soul leave the prison.

      David rolled over on his back and closed his eyes. He tilted his head to God, prayed for forgiveness, and repented his sins. He prayed for Dai. It was David’s first honest conversation with God, which calmed his anxiety about prison. Tears freely fell down his cheeks as faith continued to enter his soul. As one spirit left that night. Another one entered the soul of David.

      David felt the holy spirit as he fell asleep.
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      As David slept. He didn’t dream about losing Olivia that night. He dreamed about the night that changed his life. David saw himself as Damon, reliving the scene of the murder in the third person and watching his every move from the perspective he missed. He appeared at the front door of the Bigley home. When he heard Susan say,

      “Please, don’t hurt me!”

      David watched Damon knock on the door. Then he tried to jiggle the handle. In a panic, Damon yelled back to Susan,

      “Ma’am? Is everything all right in there?”

      David watched Damon react to another loud smack that made Damon step back from the door, terrified. David tried to warn Damon not to enter the house. But, in his dream, David couldn't get Damon to change course.

      David felt Damon’s anxiety increase after another cry from a frantic Susan. More scuffling was heard behind the door before the last cry from Susan. David again tried to stop his old self, but he went through him in his realistic dream.

      David followed his old self, watching him jump over the flower bed and landing in the guest bedroom, seeing no one. David again tried to warn Damon not to pursue further. David couldn’t change the course of his past life in his dream. David continued to watch the nightmare he had made as Damon.

      Damon rushed back to the door. He knocked, turned the door handle, and knocked again before pressing the doorbell.

      “Ma’am, should I call someone?” David and his old self said in unison. David could feel Damon’s anxiety rapidly outpacing his heartbeat.

      When he grabbed the metal elephant, David tried to yell at him. Watching Damon as he rushed to the guest bedroom window, smashing the glass.

      David followed Damon into the house. David smelled sulfur and felt the burning heat in the house as he watched Damon. David felt a presence that his old self didn’t feel the first time.

      As he rushed out of the guest bedroom, David continued to watch himself. Seeing nothing, he followed himself into the living room.

      David watched the blood dripping from Damon’s forearm as they walked through the Bigley home. Staining the carpet in every room he entered.

      David watched Damon place his hands on top of his head. David felt bad for his old self when they saw Susan together. David again saw her sprawled face down on the carpet, dark hair a stark contrast against the buttery color. But that wasn’t what caught David’s attention. Damon focused on the bookend, missing from her library and stained with the same deep red blood. David was focusing on Colin in a picture with Susan and Isabella. Colin stared back at him with his devilish smile. David thought he saw something slithering under the library behind Damon. David tried to follow it, but his dream blocked him from pursuing it.

      David returned his attention to his old self Damon. Damon took a look around the house.

      “Hello?” He watched Damon call out. Damon couldn’t see anything, but David did in tunnel vision. He saw a shadowy figure in the adjacent room, watching Damon franticly looking around. David couldn’t believe he was watching the actual killer watching him. David tried to get closer to see who they were, but his dream blocked him from advancing behind what Damon was doing in the present.

      David lost sight of the figure when he heard Damon yell. “I need some help in here!”

      David continued to watch Damon as he approached Susan. He was looking at her in her pencil skirt and white blouse. David painfully grieved for Susan and himself as Damon. David couldn’t wake up from his terrible dream. A nightmare he couldn’t escape.

      David watched Damon with shaking fingers, feeling for a pulse.

      “Oh, God,” Damon said.

      Damon turned around, terrified, when he thought he heard the floor crackle. David saw a shadowy figure move, but Damon missed it. David lost sight of it but smelled sulfur.

      “Hey! Who’s in here?” David heard Damon yell as he saw the eyes of the dark figure that reappeared behind Damon. The hidden shadowy figure was stalking Damon’s every move.

      David saw Damon glance down at the once fancy bookend now covered in blood. Damon reached across Susan’s body and picked it up.

      “Fight or flight!” Damon said in David’s dream.

      David followed Damon, armed with the bloodied bookend. Damon lurked through the house, his heart beating so loud David heard it in his sleep.

      Damon was carefully checking each room. David followed and watched the shadowy figure follow them. Damon cleared the house, but David kept his eyes on the one following them.

      David watched Damon nervously reach for his phone. David grew ashamed of his old self when he heard himself say,

      “Sorry, God.”

      They both looked down at Susan. Her face tilted to the ceiling as if she had spotted crude graffiti scrawled there.

      David stared at Colin in his picture with his mother a second time. Colin’s eyes looked at David in his dream. David lost focus of Colin when Damon tucked his phone away. The blood on the forearm was drying. When Damon tucked the bookend under his uniform, David noticed it. As he walked to the front door, David followed him.

      There was a shadowy figure following them. The closer they were to the door, the further the figure went. David tried to chase the figure of the unknown, but Damon’s spirit was going in the opposite direction, pulling him closer to the front door.

      Damon unlocked the door for them and shut the door behind them. Damon cast a dismal glance at the broken window. Stepping over the package he had delivered, not seeing Molech in the bushes, watching him walking back to his truck. David saw Molech watching Damon.

      David and Molech watched Damon drive off in his APS truck. The front door opened, and Molech slithered after the real killer as he picked up the package that Damon had delivered. David came face to face with a blurry portrait of the one following Damon all over the house.

      David woke up from his frantic nightmare, his heart beating out of his chest.

      “I wasn’t sleeping walking,” David said to himself.
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      Nikki slept on the couch in Justin’s recovery room. She was falling asleep after a night of prayers over Justin, sending faith to Justin’s spirit and studying the machines that tracked his vitals. She was paying close attention to his blue lifeline that read his oxygen. That was all she knew as she watched her brother’s chest rise and fall. She patiently wanted to see his eyes before she closed hers. Justin hadn’t woken up since his cardiac arrest. He passed all his scans and medical exams, but no one could explain if he would open his eyes.

      The morning rays gleaming through the blinds interrupted her nap. She looked over at Justin. He still hadn’t moved from the position she last saw him. He looked peaceful in his sleep to her. She was worried if there would be a next time. She could tell him she loved him. She felt like she had failed her brother by not being there for him. She was occupied with the prison and her goals of freeing the innocent, finding loopholes in the unfair justice system. She forgot about her life. She didn’t take the time to enjoy her life with the person who mattered to her the most.

      Nikki opened the blinds to Justin’s room. Looking for freedom like the men told her they did. Nikki stared at the heavens, looking for hope, watching the birds fly freely. An eagle in the distance caught her attention as she watched it circle the clear sky.

      Two knocks on the door interrupted her peaceful moment. The door opened, and Lauren peeked at him. Lauren waved at Nikki with two Styrofoam cups in her hand.

      “Lauren.” Nikki cheered as she ran to greet her. She grabbed her. Lauren calmed her soul from the warm touch of love. Bringing Nikki peace in a tough place in her heart. Releasing the tightness in her chest from her anxiety.

      Lauren handed Nikki a cup of coffee after they broke from their hug.

      “Thanks. I know you’re not drinking coffee when you’re about to pop a baby out?” Nikki said.

      “No, I wish. I miss my coffee so much. I got some tea. How is he?” Lauren asked, looking at the machines Justin was hooked up to. Lauren’s heart sank seeing him like that. She covered her mouth with her free hand, in shock from Justin’s condition.

      They stood at the end of the bed, watching Justin’s chest rise and fall.

      “He still hasn’t woken up. He is breathing on his own. You see, they have him hooked up to all these fluids. The morning doctor hadn’t made his rounds to check on him,” Nikki said.

      “Have faith. God didn’t bring him this far to take him home now.” Lauren said as he placed a hand on Nikki’s shoulder.

      “Thank you. I know,” Nikki said as a tear ran down her cheek.

      “I wish I had seen the signs he was using again. I have been so wrapped up with work. I neglected my brother.” Nikki told Lauren.

      Lauren motioned to Nikki to have a seat with her. They both looked out the window as they sat down. The eagle was still freely enjoying the air under the sun.

      “Like birds. We may fly wherever we want. The birds use the sun for direction. To help them find their way when they migrate. For us, with our feet on the ground. The sun is the light of God. He brightens our path. Without HIM, we would have no navigation in our lives. Jesus said. I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life. Justin still has his life.” Lauren pointed at the sun, and Nikki looked at it.

      “Because the light of God is still in control of his destiny,” Lauren told Nikki as she pointed to Justin.

      Nikki wiped her eyes. She grabbed Lauren’s hand.

      “Thank you so much for your support and prayers. I’m sorry you must go through this with me.” Nikki told Lauren.

      “Don’t be. It has been a roller-coaster ride for us both. So many lives were lost in such a short time. I still can’t believe Olivia died so soon.” Lauren said as she covered her eyes from the grief.

      “Oh, I forgot. How did it go with Damon?” Nikki asked.

      “I’m not sure. It was the first time I met him. He cried, was upset, seemed angry, and wanted to blame God. I felt the intense pain in his heart. He has a gentle spirit that was lost along the way. I sense that in him. He didn’t seem like the monster the media said he was. I can see why Curtis tried hard to fight for him and why you wanted to help him. I sense he felt bad for Justin being here. I felt sad for him. So, I did what Curtis always told me to do. I prayed for him after I left. I asked God to find a way in his heart so he can have peace in a place like that.” Lauren said.

      “I see why you and Curtis got along so well. That was nice of you to do that. Oh, shoot.” Nikki said as she checked her watch.

      “I’m going to be late for work again. Do you mind watching after Justin for a few hours? If you have other...” Nikki couldn’t finish her statement. Lauren waved her off.

      “No. You don’t have to ask me. I will be happy to stay here with him. You guys are family. I love Justin.”

      Justin startled them when he suddenly woke up from his coma, waving his arms like he was having a nightmare.

      “The shepherd. The shepherd.” Justin yelled repeatedly.
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      Justin looked at them with confusion. Nikki and Lauren ran to Justin’s side. He stared at them while he tried to catch his breath. He was holding his throat like he needed some water.

      “The shepherd,” Justin said as he looked at Nikki.

      “It’s OK, Justin. I’m here. I’m here.” She told him and hugged him.

      He hugged her back and cried.

      “Please! Can I get some water?” Justin asked her.

      “Here, have some of my tea,” Lauren told him as she gave him the cup.

      “Thanks,” Justin replied.

      “How do you feel?” Nikki asked him.

      She watched him chug down the tea.

      “Where am I?” Justin asked. He looked around and saw he was in a hospital room.

      “Georgia health. You overdosed on that new stuff going through the streets.” Nikki told him.

      “So. I’m alive?” He asked her.

      “Thank God!” Nikki yelled.

      “No. No. No.” Justin said as he tried to get up. He was still weak from his rib injury during his cardiac arrest.

      “Ouch. My chest hurts.” Justin said when he realized he had no strength.

      “They had to do CPR on you to bring you back,” Lauren told Justin.

      “You are blessed to be alive,” Lauren told him. She took the empty cup away from Justin.

      “We are happy to see you awake. We were talking about you. The doctors didn’t know if you would ever wake up.” Nikki told him.

      “Wake up?” Justin asked them. He was still shocked by his reality.

      “The doctors said you were down for seven minutes, and it was a miracle she got you back. She was about to pronounce you dead, but you came back right before she called it. You made a few people want to go to church seeing the miracle of God work through you.” Nikki told him.

      Justin quietly looked around his hospital room.

      “We can’t stay here. We have to leave Brunswick. All of us. This is bigger than what I thought it was?” Justin told them.

      Lauren and Nikki looked at each other before returning their attention to him.

      “I think the drugs may have increased your anxiety and paranoia,” Lauren told him.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t around much, but I love you. We need to talk about why you went back to using.” Nikki told him. She placed her hand on his.

      Lauren placed her hand on Nikki’s to support them both—a sign of unity and a family bond.

      “There is plenty of time to talk about that. We all should thank the Lord you are still alive.” Lauren told them.

      “I’m not using!” Justin shouted.

      Nikki jumped back from the sudden rise in his voice.

      “OK, explain why you are lying here in this bed?” Nikki asked him.

      “I don’t have time to explain, but if I’m going to die again. I want to be ready next time.” Justin told them.

      Nikki and Lauren looked at each other. Puzzled but not worried.

      “Honey, if you’re depressed, we can help you?” Lauren told Justin.

      “If you’re paranoid, we can find you help for that,” Nikki cautiously said to Justin.

      “Do you still feel guilty about what happened to Curtis? Did you try to kill yourself?” Nikki asked him.

      “No. You don’t get it. I’m not experimenting with my life anymore. I want to give my life to God.” Justin told them enthusiastically.
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      “There were people everywhere, but they looked like skeletons in adult form. I couldn’t make out any facial features. I saw them being tormented by the flames. The screams were everywhere. Souls were weeping in the darkness and gnashing of teeth. The demons laughed at the souls they were tormenting. I was scared like them. I couldn’t believe how hopeless I felt. The fear of hell wrapped around me like a straitjacket. Trust me. I have been in a few of those.” Justin told Nikki and Lauren about his recounts of being in hell. They both saw the fright in his eyes. It was too realistic for Lauren not to doubt his testimony.

      Nikki looked at Lauren. She didn’t know which part of the drug had her brother talking a little crazy to her. The serpent juice from the streets or the hospital medication he was hooked up to.

      “I believe it’s called serpent juice on the streets for a reason,” Nikki told him to calm her paranoid brother down.

      “Let him finish,” Lauren told Nikki as she waved her off.

      “Finish your story, baby,” Lauren told Justin. Justin’s testimony reconfirmed Lauren’s faith.

      “People kept begging for mercy at one point when I was there. It felt like they had no rest. Just pain and torment. Burning sulfur everywhere. Then, I saw a big red dragon. It had seven heads and ten horns, and seven crowns on each head. It talked to these other reptile creatures like they were having a meeting. Then the seven heads became one giant serpent. It slithered when I stood next to the man under the hood. I looked the serpent in his eyes, and he wanted to eat me.” Justin paused as he looked out the window. The sun still gleamed through his room. A tear rolled down Justin’s face. His lips quivered. The roaming eagle flapped closer to the window. Seeing the eagle calmed Justin’s anxiety. His soul felt at peace.

      Justin’s investigative gift glued a couple of pieces together. The person responsible for killing Susan. Had to be the person that killed Curtis. The same man tried to kill him and had the police department cover up the crime and blame it on the sleepwalking killer.

      “Why?” Justin asked himself. He looked at Nikki with an intense look.

      “What’s wrong?” Lauren asked.

      “Colin Bigley!” Justin yelled like he had won the jackpot.
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      “After Curtis died. I wanted to follow the case myself. I remember investigating Colin because he was at the docks when his mother was killed. He was handling a situation that his father usually handles. The Crown Victorian appeared when he was eating lunch with a woman.” Justin told them.

      “You mean the one you think was following you?” Nikki asked.

      “Yes!” He replied.

      Nikki became intrigued.

      “Okay. So, then what happened?” Nikki asked him.

      “Wait. I didn’t tell you about his serpent.” Justin said.

      “Please, no,” Nikki said as she held up her hand.

      “Let me finish. It’s not what you think,” Justin said in defense.

      “You don’t know what I think. But go on.” Nikki obliged.

      “He had a serpent he worshipped,” Justin told them.

      Nikki stood up.

      “I think you need to get some sleep. You were down for a long time, and it may have affected your thought process,” Nikki told him.

      “I know what I saw,” Justin said as he looked at Lauren. Lauren gave him a motherly look. She turned to Nikki and grabbed her hand.

      “Sit down and let him finish. Now is the time to listen and bond as a family.” Lauren said. She placed their hands on her belly. They felt him kick.

      “Do you have a name yet?” Justin asked her. He smiled when he felt him move.

      “No, not yet. Curtis died before I found out the sex of the baby.” Lauren said as she looked down at her baby. She placed her hands on him.

      Nikki turned to Justin. She tapped his thighs to get his attention.

      “Okay. Finish your story.”

      “I know this sounds crazy, but you have to believe me. It was too real to be my imagination or a dream,” Justin told Nikki.

      Nikki looked at Lauren for guidance.

      “Don’t worry how crazy you think your story is. Start with the person in the car. Did you get a look at him? Lauren asked.

      Nikki felt relieved when Lauren asked a question to get Justin’s mind going.

      “It was that Jason guy I saw putting the handcuffs on Faulkner the day they took him away. I was investigating Detective Wise.” Justin said.

      “The story you were still working on for Dad. Right?” Nikki said as she interrupted.

      “Of course. But this part makes sense. All I remember was waking up, and they had the same serpent on me, and it looked at me again like it wanted to eat me.” Justin told them.

      “Just like in hell,” Nikki asked.

      Justin nodded his head.

      “It also talked, and Colin said his name was Moloch, and they let the serpent bite and inject its poison into them. They all had bite marks from the serpent on their necks,” Justin said.

      “Wait! Hold up. What?” Lauren asked. She had her hands up like she was busted for something.

      “Why would they let the serpent poison them?” Lauren asked.

      “You’re seriously not buying this? Are you?” Nikki asked Lauren with a confused stare.

      They both ignored Nikki. Justin looked at Lauren.

      “They are serpent worshippers that spread conspiracy theories. The poison the serpent puts in their bodies. Feed their minds so they can kill, steal, and destroy God’s world and his children. God needs us to be his disciples here on earth to restrain evil. We, as believers, need to spread peace, love, and faith to the world and save as many people as possible to fight for righteousness. Before we do that, we need The Shepherd.” Justin told them.

      "How do you suppose we do that?” Nikki asked him with a smile behind her amusement.

      Justin shrugged his shoulders.

      “Colin and Jason are on their way to The West Bank.”

      “David. How about David?” Lauren shouted.

      Justin and Nikki looked at her with confusion.

      “For the baby. David Curtis Key,” Lauren said with enthusiasm.

      “I like it.” Justin smiled in support. Lauren hugged him.

      “Ok, Hell Boy! I have to go to work. Some people have real jobs.” Nikki told Justin.

      “You still going to clown when I’m down?” Justin said as he threw a pillow at her. Nikki caught it and swung it at him.

      “I see someone got their strength,” Nikki said as she took a second swing. Justin grabbed another pillow for a fight.

      “Hey! Hey! Calm down, you two.” Lauren said like she was their mother.

      “Yes, Mom,” Justin said with a guilty smile. It touched Lauren’s heart. Nikki’s soul was moved by Justin’s new faith in calling someone mother again.

      “Oh. Sweetie,” Lauren said as she hugged him. She tried to hold back tears. Nikki joined the hug. Lauren cried tears of joy.

      Nikki handed Lauren a napkin.

      “I see what I can learn about Jason and Colin working together. You lost me with the talking serpent, but I can work with the other stuff.” Nikki told Justin.

      “You can’t go to work. We can’t be here. We have to leave now. We are too close to something. They will come after us if we don't find the shepherd and fight. Whoever gets too close ends up dead. In Faulkner’s case, I think it landed him in jail.” Justin told them.

      “What do you mean?” Lauren wanted to know.

      “I think the sleep-walking killer was a decoy for the public, and your boy was telling the truth,” Justin said as he pointed at Nikki.

      “I think Curtis got close to something big. If we don’t get out of Brunswick with this shepherd dude. We are next. That’s why they tried to kill me. Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you about that part.” Justin told them. He grabbed his mouth in shock because he had forgotten himself.

      “WHAT?” Nikki and Lauren yelled together.

      “What do you mean?” Nikki demanded.

      “Those are serious allegations,” Lauren told him.

      “I told you I’m not crazy, but I don’t know how I remember all this and being sent to hell,” Justin said to himself as he fought his thoughts.

      “Get back to them trying to kill you. Who?” Nikki asked him.

      “When I didn’t want to join their separation from Christ. They injected me with the poison that’s on the streets. I guess the hate didn’t overtake my mind, and it killed me. I don’t know why I was sent to Hell.” Justin said.

      “So God could use you for your testimony. I believe you.” Lauren told Justin.

      “You do?” Nikki asked.

      Lauren shook her head several times.

      “I know Justin wasn’t in the bible like he should have been. However, much of what he described in Hell is in the book of REVELATIONS! YOU SHOULD READ IT SOMETIME!” Lauren shouted in Nikki’s direction.

      Nikki stepped back and pretended to grab her ears.

      “You don’t have to yell.” Nikki snapped back with a little attitude.

      “If Curtis was killed, and Damon is innocent. You two need to investigate this for the man who lost his wife.” Lauren said as she started thinking about Olivia.

      “Wait. What? What happened?” Justin asked.

      “After you survived your cardiac arrest. Olivia was here with a blood clot, and she passed away.” Nikki told Justin.

      “Such a sad turn of events,” Lauren said.

      “She died at 10:13 pm. The same time you returned from Hell,” Nikki said. Faith grew in her spirit when she touched her cross necklace.

      “We have to help Damon and Curtis,” Justin said.

      “And Susan,” Lauren said as she interrupted him.

      “And Susan. Find out the real killers and find The Shepherd at the same time. Then find more disciples of Christ and spread the faith across the world before the devil comes back to earth.” Justin told them.

      Nikki paused as her faith was still growing from Justin’s words. The phone ringing in her purse broke the silence in the room.

      “Oh. Darn. I’m late for work. Look, Hell, Boy,” Nikki said with a smile.

      “You had me until the talking serpent thing. I can believe your Hell Boy story, but not your talking serpent thing. Lauren will stay with you for a few hours, and I’ll be back and bring you some shrimp tacos.” Nikki said as she kissed Justin on his forehead and headed towards the door.

      “Try not to eat them this time. Or I’ll tell the serpent lovers where you live myself.” Justin joked with his story.

      Nikki opened the door and gave him a fictitious grin.

      “I would tell you to go to hell, but you have already been. Hell Boy.” She told him when she left.
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      The Jekyll Island Authority had its monthly board meeting on Hell’s Island in Warden Gilles' office. The board's governor, Thomas Bigley, sat in the Warden’s chair, smoking a Cuban cigar. His lawyer, Ethan, stood by his side. He furiously inhaled the cigar smoke his boss purposely blew in his direction.

      The board meeting was already in progress when Colin showed up with Moloch around his neck and Jason strolling behind him.  The board summoned Colin for talks about his latest screw-up.

      Ethan tapped Thomas on his shoulder and pointed at the serpent. Thomas had an ophidiophobia towards them, and Colin knew how to get under his hated father’s skin.

      “Must you bring that thing in here?” Thomas asked him.

      Colin sat at the end of the table with Jason next to him. He placed Moloch on the table. The board members leaned back from the table. All six members gave Colin an evil stare. The feeling of hate was mutual, but they knew they were on the same side of evil.

      “Relax, he’s sleeping,” Colin told them.

      “He won't bite. Unless you want him too!” Colin told the board with his signature evil smile. Jason laughed in amusement.

      “I don’t find that funny. That thing is dangerous. A member of the board spoke out.” Thomas held up his hand to silence the man.

      “We were just talking about you. You have to stop selling that serpent juice on the streets for now. You are killing more people than we can put in jail and dipping into our labor. Which means we are bringing in less profit,” Thomas told Colin.

      “I'm doing you a favor. Thin the herd. Take out the ones that don't belong in our society. We either dominate or let them take over. They don't need faith. We are their faith. A win for the dark side. Then we make them question their OG.” Colin told his father sternly. The word ‘GOD’ was forbidden to speak among non-believers. So, they referenced HIM as ‘OG.’ The “Original God.” His name had no room in their hearts because it was filled with what their flesh wanted—hate, envy, impurity, jealousy, rage, lust, and idolatry.

      Colin knew he was right in his hateful thinking. The same ideology of The Authority came from Moloch's poison.

      The board members agreed and nodded their heads. Their governor was displeased that they agreed with his son’s madness.

      “If you’re killing people. How are we going to throw people in jail? I need more slaves. We need more free labor.” Thomas yelled at Colin.

      The board members sat quietly after seeing their leader’s rage.

      “If people want to juice to escape the pain in life. Why not give them hope? Let them think drugs are the answer to their problems, not the OG. Isn’t that the point?” Colin asked them.

      “That reporter kid got his hands on some of that juice. It’s only a matter of time before he exposes you in his report. Then we are all under fire for your mistakes”, Thomas told him. The eyes of the board turned their focus on Colin. Colin looked at Jason.

      “No way he survived the river,” Colin said with a smile. Jason also smiled.

      “What are you talking about? Georgia Health brought him back. He’s going to make a full recovery.” Thomas scolded him.

      Colin looked at Moloch and Jason with rage.

      “I will take care of it,” Colin snarled.

      One of Colin’s followers walked in and whispered into his ear.

      “They have the Gath.” His follower told him.

      “Where?” 

      “West Bank,” the follower replied.

      “Get the plane ready. We leave tonight.” 

      The follower left to carry out his instructions. Thomas was annoyed with the interruption.

      “You care to enlighten us about your secret?” Thomas asked Colin.

      “I will take care of the reporter,” Colin said.

      “Already Done,” Ethan said behind Thomas. Thomas placed his hand on his lawyer.

      “What is he talking about?” Colin asked his father.

      “I am tired of cleaning up your mess. You are sloppy with spreading your hate, idolatry, and impurities. We want them to hurt each other so they can end up here and be free labor for us. You are messing it up for all of us.” Thomas scolded his son.

      The other board members smiled and silently agreed with Thomas.

      “We created the justice system to keep people down and use them for labor to fund our pockets. We can’t run this island without anyone to throw in jail.” A board member told Colin.

      “That’s why the justice system is broken. You lock up the poor so they find hope in the OG. I’m giving the people with no direction ammunition to steal, cheat and destroy. So, your tax-paying citizens can see the system benefit them. I am making the system work for us.” Colin told the board.

      “On Jekyll Island. I’m the authority. I don’t want your business messing with our business. Take your idolatry elsewhere.” Thomas ridiculed his son.

      Colin was hurt again by his father’s disapproval of his choices.

      “I’m done with the impurity business. I’m tired of cheating on the lower class in the legal system. That’s old school. I need more influence. I want to spread more hate. Music and drugs don't feed people's downfall. I need to take away their freedom to choose. I need to be in politics. Divide the people. Feed them hate to steal and destroy the lives of people looking for hopes and dreams. Kill their freedom and kill their beliefs. If they follow me, they will hate everything I’m against.” Colin told the board. Several of the board members nodded their heads in agreement.

      “I don’t think politics is in your blood. You should make hateful music. Make hateful cartoons. Maybe hate videos or something. Do a hate blog so no one sees you. I don’t think manipulation is your thing.” Ethan told Colin behind Thomas.

      Thomas again raised his hand to his servant. His lawyer didn’t like being disrespected.

      “You don’t even have free speech. Don’t talk about manipulation.” Colin told Ethan. Jason led the table board members into laughter.

      “Says the conceited one that will never be the one,” Ethan told him while he held up a finger.

      “You can’t be the Idol you want when you’re jealous of the one in front of you,” Ethan said, turning his finger down to point at Thomas. 

      Thomas smiled behind his cigar smoke. He loved being praised. Thomas laughed with cruel intentions. Ethan saw his boss laughing, and he joined along to amuse him. The board members laughed. They were mocking Colin before his followers, praising Thomas instead of Colin.

      Colin felt threatened, but his leader, his soul owner, wouldn’t let the one that idolized him the most. Be looked down upon in his presence.

      Moloch stood with his threatening hood out wide in his intimidating upright posture. 

      The board members stopped when they saw his pangs behind his threatening hiss.

      Warden Gilles pulled out his gun from under the table.

      “I’m going to shoot that thing.” He yelled from his seat.

      Moloch stood a little taller and hissed in the warden’s direction.

      “Now there, warden. I wouldn’t want to place my bets against Moloch. He’s faster than you think.” Colin told the Warden.

      “It’s OK, Moloch. Father was going to explain to us the laughing matter.” Colin told his boss.

      Thomas kept his eyes on the serpent.

      “You are messy with your ways. Be pretentious to the people, so they won't know they idolize you. I always have to clean up your mess. You have too many bodies still walking around here that don’t respect you. You have money. My money. You lack the power and don't have enough respect. There is not enough hate in your heart to follow what we stand for. No one is going to vote for a boy that carries a deadly serpent to intimidate people,” Thomas said as he pointed to Moloch.

      Moloch turned and looked at Thomas. He gave him a hard stare. Thomas looked at him, frightened. Colin grabbed Moloch, placed him around his neck, and gave him a piece of cheese from his pocket.

      “With money. I can buy my power and get my respect. I will get my respect.” Colin told him.

      “You don’t buy respect when you earn it with hate. You put the fear of taking something away to get their respect. You make them think the government is trying to control them. Then they will hate not to follow you. They will hate not to respect you. That’s how you kill, steal, and destroy people’s faith in their government.” Thomas told his son as he pounded the table.

      The board applauded his authority. Thomas extended his arms out wide to show his son how to get respect.

      “Maybe I should be your campaign manager. Let me help you spread fear to the souls of America. Let us take over the world.” Thomas told his son with his own agenda in mind.

      Jason leaned over into Colin’s ear.

      “That might not be a bad idea. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,” Jason told him.

      “I will remember that, but I have my plans and people in place. What about the reporter boy?” Colin asked. He was eager to leave for his next destination.

      “Like I was saying about cleaning up your mess. The reporter is under arrest for possession of a controlled substance. He escaped deputies’ custody and ran into the swamp with the gators. Pow! Another one of your mistakes is solved. Now you can make a fool of yourself in politics. But I will warn you, boy. You better not run back if you get in trouble with the media. After I offered my services, if you mess up what we have here on Jekyll Island, I will feed you to the gators myself.” Thomas told Colin.

      Colin leaned over to Jason.

      “Take a walk downstairs and make sure our sleepwalker is on that boat. I don’t want to resurrect the past.” Colin told Jason.

      “I hear gators love shepherd meat,” Jason told him as he stood up and followed Colin’s instructions.

      Judge Kirkland walked in with a new expensive purse. She made eye contact with Colin.

      Jason tried to pass her, but she stood in front of the doorway. She was waiting to be acknowledged.

      “Your honor,” Jason said as he tried to walk out.

      “Mr. Dupree. It’s a shame you ended your bright career in law enforcement to work with a boy like Colin.” She told him.

      “He pays well and appreciates a job well done. Plus, the perks.” Jason told her conceitedly. She let him pass.

      “Colin.” She said as she snorted her nose toward the ceiling.

      “Judge Kirkland,” Colin said without looking in her direction.

      “I will work on destroying lives with hate my way. I will make sure I will stay out of yours.” Colin told his father.

      Juliet walked over to Thomas, and he kissed her passionately.

      Colin saw the ring his father gave the judge when they announced their engagement.

      “Are we done playing with amateurs, my love?” She asked him.

      “I need prisoners to take with me to do some excavation. We have made some progress on one of Mom's sites she left behind.” Colin told the board.

      “Are you going to spread hate or chase fairy tales in the desert?” Thomas asked him.

      “After this next trip. I would have enough artifacts to open Mom’s shop. I want to finish her dream. Call it my beginning of the journey of winning one for the Island,” Colin told the board.

      Thomas looked around the table and saw the faces of approval from his followers. He looked at his fiancé Juliet. Then he looked at Ethan. Ethan shrugged his shoulders.

      “I like that pitch. You might be on to something. Let me figure it out”, Thomas told him.

      Colin looked around the room of the six board members.

      “I need this for rush delivery. Like tonight,” Colin said.

      "That's too much short notice for overnight. I can’t just get rid of that many without suspicion. I could say some have died from the flu shot.” Warden Gilles told the board. 

      “Instead of feeding the older ones to the gators tonight. Let me have them. I will take the crazy ones. The ones with no family visits. If you don’t have them. Tell your deputies to hit the streets. Bring me the homeless. The ones that have no direction. Tell them I can give them all the impurities they need to hide their pain.” Colin told the board.

      “I will give you your men, but Ethan goes with you. Everywhere you go until you come back. I don’t want anything to get out of hand that blows back on this island.” Thomas told his son.

      Colin gave Ethan an unusual grin.

      “If he continues to stay silent. That will be fine with us,” Colin said.

      “We leave at midnight tonight. Send the bus to our private hangar at J-International. See you later, Ethan.” Colin said as he removed himself from the table.

      Colin walked out with Moloch around his neck.

      “Are we done here?” Thomas asked the board. He watched Colin leave the warden’s office.

      Thomas leaned over to Ethan.

      “You make sure he doesn’t leave your side. If he finds The Gath. You notify me right away.” Thomas instructed his servant.

      “Yes, sir.” Ethan graciously told him. He loved the opportunity to impress the one he idolized.

      No one said anything. They just shook their heads with disgrace. Thomas looked around the table. His mind focused on the power of The Gath as Colin left.

      “I guess we're done. What do you have planned?” Thomas asked Juliet.

      “They have a protest for equal rights. I can’t believe people still want to be treated fairly. We worked hard to be rich, and the poor want handouts.” Juliet said. She rubbed the serpent scar on the back of her neck.

      “I can’t stand the poor or a believer. They spread their joy and faith. They spread love, your neighbor, peace, and kindness stuff. I hate not lusting when I want.” One of the board members said.

      The room laughed, and Colin heard the laughter from the hallway.

      Colin turned to Moloch.

      “You promised if I sold my soul. I would have it all. Money, power, and respect. You promised me.” Colin yelled at Moloch.

      “And you will, my son because I love you. You will be the most feared man in the world. All you have to do is get The Gath. I promise you will be the most influential man. You will be the world’s biggest threat. You will be the evil one,” Moloch told him and boosted his hateful soul.
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            7:00 P. M, 7TH FLOOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Justin was in his hospital bed, wearing his paper hospital scrubs and thinking of his testimony about Hell. He watched Lauren as she slept on the couch by the window. Faith told him to find The Shepherd. He didn’t know where to start.

      Two knocks on the door startled Justin from his daydream. Lauren stretched when she heard the knocks. They both took their eyes to the door.

      “Hello, sir!” His nurse said as she walked in. She had a small white cup with a few pills inside.

      “It’s time for your pain medicine. What is your pain level from one to ten?” She asked him.

      “Like two. I feel good.” Justin replied to his nurse.

      “Wow, that’s good!” Lauren expressed.

      “That is. I have seen no one rebound so quickly. And with no long-term damage. You are lucky.” The nurse told Justin.

      “Thank God,” Lauren praised.

      “Amen.” The nurse rejoiced.

      She typed notes into his chart.

      “Looks like you are being downgraded.” The nurse said.

      “What does that mean?” Justin asked her.

      “They think you are well enough to stop the fluids and prepare you for discharge. What I have is acetaminophen and warfarin to prevent blood clots.” The nurse said.

      “We just lost a friend to blood clots,” Lauren told the nurse.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” The nurse said.

      “It is important that you at least take the warfarin while here. You haven’t been moving around a lot. Do you have any allergies to medication?” She asked him.

      “No. I don’t think so.” Justin told her.

      “Okay.” She told him and smiled as she looked at him pleasantly.

      She scanned his name band so his chart could register his medication. She gave him his pills and water.

      “Be careful when you try to stand up. It may be a while until you get your strength. The medication may make you drowsy. So, get help with the bathroom. I will put a urinal next to your rail so you don’t have to get up.” His nurse told him. She smiled at Lauren.

      “Thank you,” Lauren told her.

      “Thank you,” Justin said.

      “You’re welcome. The nurse said as she left and turned off the lights.

      “I still can’t figure out who the shepherd is.” Justin turned to tell Lauren. Now that she was awake to talk.

      “Baby, don’t worry about that. You need to get some rest and get better. Worry about life after you leave here.” Lauren told him.

      “Oh shoot.” Justin whimpered.

      “What’s wrong?” Lauren jumped up and asked. She was grabbing her belly. The baby kicked her after feeling her anxious heartbeat.

      “I have to use the bathroom.” He told her as he winced in pain. Justin held his lower abdomen like he was about to give birth himself.

      “Let me give you the urinal and close the curtain.” She told him.

      “It’s not that type of bathroom,” Justin said as he tried to get up.

      “Oh, let me help you,” Lauren told him.

      “Aww. Yuck.” Justin told Lauren.

      “I think I can help myself,” Justin told Lauren.

      Lauren placed her hands up. She stepped back.

      “Uh, Oh.” She said as she grabbed her belly.

      “What’s wrong?” Justin asked her. His heart was racing from the sudden increase in his anxiety. Forgetting, he had his mission to push out.

      “Looks like you’re not the only one that has to push,” Lauren said.

      “Nurse!” Justin yelled from his bed. He stood up and ran to Lauren. Adrenaline kicked in to make him forget his pain. Justin pressed the call button to his room.

      Justin’s nurse ran through the doors in a frantic.

      “What’s wrong?” The nurse asked.

      “She’s having a baby,” Justin yelled as he held Lauren up.

      “I think I’m in labor,” Lauren told the nurse.

      “I need some help in here.” The nurse yelled out into the hallway. She pressed the staff assist button in Justin’s room. Additional medical staff came running in their direction. Lauren’s water broke. Justin panicked when he saw the fluids staining Lauren’s pants.

      “She’s in Labor.” The nurse yelled out.

      A medic ran into the room with a wheelchair and helped Justin comfortably place Lauren in it.

      A few more nurses and a doctor came to Lauren’s aid. Justin tried to follow, but the nurse stopped him.

      “You can’t go because you are still a patient.” The nurse told Justin.

      “It’s OK, baby. I will be all right. Tell Nikki for me.” Lauren told him.

      “No, I’m going with her. I’m not leaving her side.” Justin told the nursing supervisor.

      “No, Sir! You can’t.” The nurse tried to stop Justin, but he stepped to the side. The nurse fell, and another employee thought she saw her colleague being attacked by Justin.

      “Security!” The nurse yelled from the nursing station.

      “No! I’m sorry. It was an accident.” Justin tried to defend himself.

      He saw two security guards running towards his way from down the hall. He saw a Glynn County Sheriff's deputy on his walkie approach him from another hallway. Justin took a few steps back as time slowed down around him. The familiar look from the deputy didn’t seem right. The posture of the sheriff's deputy terrified the paranoid Justin.

      Justin ran for the emergency exit.

      “Lock down the hospital.” A hospital security officer announced on his radio.

      Justin ran downstairs from the seventh floor of the hospital.

      Hospital security tried to chase him, but the deputy stopped their path at the door.

      “This man has an active warrant. I will take it from here. You guys ensure the exits are secured and look out for my guys when they come.” Deputy Stone told them.

      The deputy pulled out his service weapon and left the emergency exit. The door was closing when Deputy Stone looked over the railing.

      Justin ran through the fifth floor, dodging hospital personnel as he tried to find a way out.

      Deputy Stone chased him as soon as he reached the fifth floor. His weapon was drawn. Hospital staff and guests ducked out of the way when they saw Deputy Stone’s weapon.

      The elevator at the end of the hall opened up, and two more deputies were waiting for him. They drew out their pistols.

      “Freeze!” Justin stopped when he saw the deputies pointing their pistols at him.

      Deputy Stone approached Justin from behind with his weapon.

      Hospital employees and guests were filming on their phones.

      “Put your hands up!” Deputy Stone commanded with authority. He looked around and saw the cell phones on him. He knew to play by the rules. Justin did, too, after feeling confident eyes were watching the police do their jobs.

      Justin placed his hands on his head as he surrendered.
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            8:00 P.M

          

        

      

    

    
      Justin sat in the back of Deputy Stone’s squad car. He was trying to understand his charges. He watched the deputy interact with a hospital security guard.

      Justin heard, through the cracked window, Deputy Stone’s recruitment speech. 

      “We were here first. Protect our family against the ones that want equal rights. They want to take our constitutional rights and guns but want us to show them equal rights. That is mind-blowing. Keep the fight for our democracy.” Deputy Stone told the guard as he handed him a flyer to promote Colin’s agenda. 

      Deputy Stone returned to the car, where Justin waited in agony.

      “Hey man, these cuffs are too tight,” Justin told him.

      “You’re lucky they're people-watching. Or I’ll be choking you with them.” Deputy Stone said in the rearview with a grim smile. Deputy Stone slowly pulled away.

      “You can’t tell people lies. You can’t believe people that have different views are the enemy. It’s the ones like you that need Gawd.” Justin tried to say, but Deputy Stone stepped on the brakes and sent Justin flying to the gate that separated the back seat.

      “Ouch. Man,” Justin shouted. His lip bled from the blood thinners he took.

      “You don’t speak the name of God around a non-believer,” Deputy Stone told him. He scratched the serpent bite around his neck.

      Justin rolled his eyes at the filth he was hearing.

      “You know you sound dumb. Who fed you such garbage? You think a talking serpent will lead you to democracy?” Justin asked him.

      “Not your average war, but a battle for our democracy and a fight against you self-righteous liberals. Those that side with the left,” Deputy Stone told him.

      Justin laughed the best he could. He shook his head in disbelief at what he was hearing.

      “I don’t mean to burst your bubble, buddy. You have some screws loose.” Justin told Deputy Stone.

      “Our purpose is to destroy the believers. They focus on fighting the serpent’s every move. They try to feed the spirit daily with love, peace, joy, and kindness. They spread faith in the world and express self-control when you yell profanities at them. This turn-the-other-cheek philosophy is getting on my nerves,” Deputy Stone told Justin.

      “Isn’t that part of being a good person in society?” Justin asked him.

      “Where are you taking me?” Justin asked, a little paranoid seeing his journey headed for the swamps. They passed Lover’s Oak. A landmark that the ocean is near on Jekyll Island. Vultures covered the trees. Justin watched them eyeing him as their next meal.

      “Why go to a place of everlasting love when you can’t give into what you want? You can’t lust and do anything impure. How is that love?” Deputy Stone asked.

      “You rather stay in a place of fire, torment, and pain for eternity?” Justin asked him.

      “Are you speaking from experience?” Deputy Stone asked him when he looked through the rearview, confused.

      Justin made eye contact with the deputy.

      “You can say I’m a believer. I know Hell is real, and I will do whatever it takes not to go back.” Justin told him.

      “Aw. I see. You choose the peace of life but still, give into the flesh. The flesh is better than the spirit. Don’t be ashamed. Give into your flesh and wordily desires. The happier you’ll be!” Deputy Stone sang at the end.

      “You believe some serpent is the future of the world? I thought you were one of the good guys, Stone. What happened to you?” Justin asked.

      “I had a soul. But the media and adult videos told me what my flesh wanted. I lost my self-worth along the way. It feels good to feed my mind with impurities to find the love I am looking for, just like Colin. The serpent showed us what we were missing. When he finds The Gath, we will be gods and take over America and the world. We can provide for our own eternal life. We will be globalists,” Deputy Stone said.

      “The Gath?” Justin questioned as the car stopped on the river.

      Justin saw a boat downstream. Deputy Stone turned off the headlights.

      “I’m sorry, but this is our stop. Something tells me you won’t be around to see true glory anyway after tonight.” Deputy Stone told him as he exited the car. He opened the back door of his squad car.

      “Come on. Let’s go! I don’t have all night,” he told Justin.

      Justin was pulled from the vehicle and heard the call of the wild above in the sky.

      He looked at the Eagle flying freely in the sky. He was looking for hope as he was led towards the men by the river. The eagle looked down at him and chirped confidently as it watched over Justin.

      “Where are they taking me?” Justin asked.

      “They don’t pay me to ask questions. They pay me. I have to feed my impurities somehow.” Deputy Stone told him as they reached the men by the boat.

      A man jumped out of the back and grabbed Justin. He had the bite of Moloch around his neck. Justin turned back to Deputy Stone.

      “You’re going to leave me with these guys?” Justin asked.

      Justin saw the bite of Moloch around Deputy Stone’s neck. Dried poison covered the healing wound.

      Justin tried to fight the man off, but another non-believer came to help carry Justin.

      The non-believers threw Justin in the back of the boat, and he was met with another non-believer and a pistol in his face.

      “It’s dinner time.” The conceited pistol man told Justin as he knocked him out with a punch.

      The three men tied Justin up and drove the boat upstream. They threw him in the alligator-invested swamp outside of Jekyll Island.
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            8:30 P. M

          

        

      

    

    
      Nikki checked her watch after her eyes became tired from staring at her computer all afternoon.

      “Oh, shoot,” Nikki said as she realized eight thirty had already come.

      She took out her cell phone to order food for herself and Justin. She promised him dinner tonight. She brought something for Lauren since she knew the baby would be hungry.

      Nikki saw Jason walking with Deputy Bradford down the hall. She tucked her phone away before she finished the order. Nikki peeked out her office door to see where the two men were heading.

      They entered the men’s locker room. She accidentally made eye contact with Jason as he checked his sixth. Nikki turned in the opposite direction anxiously.

      Jason walked each lane of the locker room to ensure it was empty. He told Deputy Bradford to follow him to the back.

      Nikki slowly opened the door to the men’s locker room. She took out her cell phone and hit record. She peeked around the first set of lockers. It was empty. She moved on to the second. She heard whispers as she passed the third set of lockers. Two shadowy figures were at the edge of the lockers, just before the men’s showers.

      Nikki heard Jason talking to Deputy Bradford.

      “The boat is on its way with the bird. We need the sheep on the boat as well.” Jason told him.

      “How do I get him out of the Valley?” Deputy Bradford asked him.

      “Isn't he the sheep man or something? Figure it out.” Jason told him.

      Nikki’s phone alerted her to Breaking News:

      
        
        “Man escapes police custody from hospital.”

      

      

      She held the phone to her chest to silence it, but it was too late.

      Jason took out his gun. He leaned closer to the edge of the locker.

      Nikki stepped backward but was met with another presence behind her.

      Deputy Bradford snuck up behind her. Jason placed his gun to her head.

      Deputy Bradford took her phone away.

      “What do we do with her now?” He asked Jason.

      “We can’t tell Colin about this. She goes with the other two. I’ll take her to the boat, and you get the shepherd.” Jason told Deputy Bradford.

      “The shepherd,” Nikki said to herself as Jason took her away.
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            9:30 P.M

          

        

      

    

    
      David and Winter sat under a tree gazing at the stars. David felt the calm of the cool breeze against his back. He inhaled the fresh air and listened to the wolves howling deep in the valley beyond the cemetery. The ocean current faded in and out in a musical wave.

      David looked at the deep sky and wondered if Olivia was looking down on him. He wondered if he had enough time to walk and talk like a man of Christ. He wanted to prove himself to God after his heart was renewed by having a piece of God in him.

      David found joy from the love of God, and he was honored to practice self-control to have his reward of kneeling before God on his throne.

      David read Psalms and Proverbs and was motivated by the Faith of Christ to write his own inspiration for the world. His only audience was Winter.

      “Winter, how about this? Be a Disciple of Christ and not friends with the enemy.” He asked her.

      She looked away.

      “Needs a little work.” He asked.

      “Why am I talking to a dog?” He asked himself.

      David took a small branch and carved ‘OLIVIA’ in the dirt. He placed a heart around it.

      Thunder rattled in the heavens. Followed by a spider web of lightning electrifying the clear sky.

      Winter barked.

      “I think he approves,” David told Winter.

      She barked again.

      David took out some candy. Winter lifted her neck and stared at him. Then she barked at him as he ate it in front of her.

      “Fine,” David said, letting her eat some from his hand.

      David heard chickens dancing in the cage like danger was lurking. Winter jumped and barked. Large serpents emerged from the bushes and the trees and surrounded David and Winter. David jumped to his feet.

      Three large inmates appeared from outside of the chicken barn. They had large shanks. Winter continued to bark, but she was trying to get David’s attention.

      David saw Jason carrying Nikki over his shoulder through the valley of death. She was fighting to break free, and David heard her yell.

      “Let me go!”

      “Nikki,” David yelled.

      Nikki looked up but didn’t recognize the new man of Christ she saw in the distance.

      All she knew, they were there to get the Shepherd.

      Jason continued to run through the Valley of Death with Deputy Bradford leading the way. He had the freedom key.

      The three large inmates stood above six feet. Their muscles had muscles. The deadly coper heads closed the ring of death.

      Winter continued to bark at the inmates. One inmate threatened to charge Winter. She stood there confidently. Winter didn’t flinch.

      “Looks like she’s not scared.” Another inmate said.

      David slowly reached into his knapsack and pulled out a stone. He stepped back as he placed the stone in his rubber sling. The three inmates stepped closer. The serpents closed the circle tighter.

      The inmate in the middle was the tallest and the strongest. He held his hand to stop his followers.

      “All you have to do is come with us, and you can stay alive long enough to see the reporter fight for his life.” The leader told David.

      “If I’m going to go down. I’m not going down without a fight.” David told them.

      The leader threw a punch at David and connected to his temple. The force sent David back against the tree. He fell to his knees. The serpents slithered closer to David. A serpent tried to strike him, but his reflexes were sharp.

      Winter charged at the man that threatened her earlier. She bit him in the groin. Making him yelp in a high-pitched tune.

      A bobcat joined the fight. It attacked the other inmate closing in on David’s blind side.

      The eagle flying freely from the sky swarmed and attacked their leader while David regained his footing.

      David pulled back on his slingshot and aimed for the inmate’s head. The inmate was trying to swat at the eagle. He was blocking his view of David.

      David released the stone, and the eagle elevated as the stone landed on the forehead of their leader. It knocked him out. Their leader landed on the deadly serpents, and they formed a ball around him.  The other two inmates ran for their lives.

      David ran towards the valley of death after Jason. He was hoping to save Nikki.
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            10:00 P.M

          

        

      

    

    
      The electric gate had been shut off from the command center. Deputy Bradford unlocked the gate with the freedom key. It led to the shores of Jekyll Island. Jason had Nikki over his shoulder. She was still fighting for her life.

      The boat with the three non-believers arrived in time to receive their next package.

      “Where’s the reporter?” Jason asked.

      “We already fed him.” The conceited pistol man said.

      “What did you do to Justin?” Nikki yelled.

      Jason threw Nikki into the boat.

      “She’s going too?” Jason told them.

      The two non-believers tied her up.

      “Who is this? I thought it was only two packages.” The conceited pistol man asked Jason.

      “She’s an extra snack,” Jason said.

      “Extra snacks mean extra work. Extra work means more money.” The conceited pistol man told him.

      “I’ll cover the cost, but this stays between us,” Jason said.

      The conceited pistol man checked his watch.

      “We need to get going before the boars and serpents get hungry.”

      Jason checked his watch. The conceited pistol man was right.

      “Yeah, and I have a plane to catch. What is taking your guys so long?” Jason asked Deputy Bradford.

      “I don’t know. The stupid dog is quiet. That’s a good sign. Do you want me to go check?” Deputy Bradford asked Jason.

      “Naw, man. I got it. It shouldn’t be that hard to grab one man. I hope they haven’t killed him yet.” Jason told Deputy Bradford.

      Jason went back through the open gate and into the cemetery. Fog swept the ground in front of him. Having no vision. He took out his cell phone and turned on the flashlight.

      Jason felt the mosquitos sucking the blood from his neck. He rubbed his face frantically when he walked into a spider web. He pulled the strands out of his mouth. The bushes behind him danced in the darkness. A tail disappeared when he flashed his light on the bush.

      A twig broke in the direction he was walking. The fog made it difficult for him to see beyond his phone’s light. He smacked his neck from another bug biting him. There was rustling in the bushes, beyond the fog, where the cemetery started in the valley of death.

      Jason pulled out his pistol. His phone lit his steps. He approached the beginning of the cemetery and looked down the valley at the tree where the fight had occurred.

      The three inmates and the shepherd were gone. Jason scanned the rest of the farm and felt the eerie chill of death coming from the cemetery behind him. The bushes rustling behind him startled him as he turned around. He pulled the trigger.

      The bullet hit the dirt—a few inches from Winter’s paws.

      “You’re such a lucky dog,” Jason told her.

      David jumped from the side of the bushes and tackled Jason. Jason dropped his pistol.

      Jason threw David into the dirt. After he returned to his feet, Jason tried to reach for his gun. David grabbed his ankle, and Jason tripped a few inches in front of his pistol. Jason leaned over and went for it the weapon.

      Winter bit Jason’s hand as he grabbed the pistol.

      “Ouch!” Jason yelled as he swung at Winter but missed with his other hand.

      Jason saw David approaching, and he grabbed his pistol and pointed toward David.

      David kicked Jason in the chin. A shot went off and echoed throughout the cemetery. Jason was knocked out from David’s strike. Jason fell next to Winter.

      Deputy Bradford pulled out his pistol when the shot was heard from the boat.

      “Watch the girl.” He told the three non-believers.

      He ran through the gate after the gunfire. The non-believers anxiously looked through the darkness of the valley.
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10:11 PM-The Father

      Nikki had her hands tied behind her back on the boat. She heard a loud chirp from the sky above. The eagle that roamed the sky looked down on her. The mighty warrior who saves placed his hands of protection over her. She closed her eyes and focused her spirit on Him. The Father to deliver her.

      “God.” Nikki started her prayer. She closed her eyes to feel His presence.
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10:12 P. M-The Son

      Justin heard the alligators jumping in the swamp as he quietly padded toward the dry land. The frogs jumped out of the water when they saw the gator’s eyes lurking above. The mystery of the sea floated around his hips as he slowly eased his way through the gore the alligators left behind.

      Justin saw a prisoner’s jumpsuit as he passed a rock. A shoe that floated past Justin still had someone’s bony ankle sticking out of it. A handcuff attached to the joint was still hanging on.

      Justin heard the party from the casino nearby as he got closer to the shore. Something rubbed against Justin’s back. He turned towards the water to see what preyed on him. He turned completely in the water, and the sea monsters danced around him. Justin saw the land a few yards away, but six sets of eyes blocked his path. He turned to see if he could use another direction. Knowing it would be impossible to outswim three hungry alligators. Another set of four eyes casually stalked him from behind.

      He made eye contact with the alligators as they surrounded him. He heard gunshots coming from Jekyll Island. The partygoers at the casino missed it. The loud chirp from the eagle in the sky. Distracted his mind from the fear and anxiety that closed in on him. The eagle flying over Jekyll Island brought Faith in the young disciple as he prayed for His presence.

      The mighty warrior who saves placed his hands of protection over Justin. Justin closed his eyes, cast his anxiety, and placed his faith in Jesus. The son of God to deliver him.

      He closed his eyes and focused his spirit on Him.

      “Jesus,” Justin said as he started his prayer.
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10:13 P.M.- The Holy Spirit.

      David stood behind the bushes and watched Deputy Bradford run past him. He saw the three non-believers guarding Nikki. The conceited pistol man held his weapon to Nikki’s head. The other two non-believers stood outside the boat. David reached into his nap sack. He grabbed his last stone. 

      “Winter,” David said.

      Winter looked at him.

      “I need a distraction. We must save the girl. Save the girl, Winter. Save the girl.” David told her.

      Winter ran off and left the open gate. She ran towards the two men. Nikki saw the dog distracting the men below her.

      David saw Winter had the two non-believers distracted. One on the sand. The other was in the water. The man in the water bent down to lure Winter closer to him.

      David heard a loud chirp from the eagle circling above him.

      He closed his eyes and focused his heart on Him. David’s new faith in Christ and the mighty warrior who saves placed the holy spirit on his disciples.

      In unison, the three disciples prayed to the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit:

      “Please help me.”

      The alligators moved away from Justin.

      David aimed his last stone in his slingshot at the non-believer that built his foundation in the sand. David closed his eyes.

      David had faith when he let the rubber band loose. The stone flew and hit the man on the sand in the temple, knocking him into the ocean. Winter jumped on the man in the water and took him down.

      Nikki kicked the conceited pistol man on the boat. He dropped his gun, went over the edge, and fell into the water. The pistol fell by Nikki’s feet.

      David ran to the boat after seeing the men fall.

      “Are you all right?” He asked Nikki as he got on the boat.

      “I’m fine.” She told him.

      He untied Nikki. They both looked at the loaded gun.

      “You don’t have to worry about me,” David told her.

      One of the non-believers jumped on the edge of the boat.

      Nikki grabbed the gun and shot the man in the shoulder. He fell back into the water.

      Jason and Deputy Bradford returned from the cemetery. They each pointed their weapons at the Lord’s disciples.

      The eagle from the sky flew down and clawed at Jason’s eyes.

      Deputy Bradford tried to shoot at it but missed.

      “Don’t shoot me, idiot!” Jason told Deputy Bradford.

      “We have to go!” Nikki told David.

      “You can’t leave with me. You’ll be in trouble,” David told Nikki.

      “If I stay, I’m dead—either way. I have no choice,” Nikki told him.

      “Winter, let's go!” David told her.

      Winter jumped on the back of the boat. David ran to the ignition and started the boat.

      “Don’t let them get away,” Jason yelled as they fired shots in their direction. The eagle was distracting their aim.

      “What’s up with this stupid bird?” Jason yelled as he watched David get away with Nikki. Jason pulled out his phone. He had to tell his boss. He dropped the package.

      David drove off Jekyll Island with Nikki and Winter—the valley of death behind him.

      “We have to go find my brother. I need to see if he’s still alive.” Nikki told him.

      “Where should we look?” David asked her.

      “They mentioned feeding us. They dropped him off the river to feed him to the gators. Let's start with Emerald Casino.” She told him.

      “That’s what their plan was for us, I assume,” David said.

      “I’m afraid so. I heard them joke about taking those who died out here to feed them to the gators instead of burying them in the cemetery. They were too lazy to give the dead a proper burial when they had no one to claim the body.” Nikki told him.

      “You knew about this, and you didn’t stop them?” David asked.

      “I don’t have proof. I couldn’t get close enough to find any facts.” Nikki told him.

      “Well, it’s true, and it would have been the perfect opportunity to change that prison. Now they are going to give me the death penalty and give you twenty years,” David told her.

      “Not unless we expose their criminal empire and get our names exonerated. Maybe they will reduce your sentence from your original crime.” Nikki told him. She gave him a strange look.

      “You look different.” She told him. She looked him up and down as he drove closer to East River.

      “Did you shave or something? It must be the robe. You haven’t seen me out like this.” David told her.

      “No. It’s not the robe. You have a glow about you. I see a new you.” Nikki said.

      David smiled as she filled faith in his spirit.

      “We're coming up on the bank,” David said as he turned off the boat.

      They docked at the edge of the river. The lights of the Emerald Princess Casino highlighted the gators lurking beneath the murky waters.

      “Justin,” Nikki softly called out.

      “Justin.” She yelled again.

      “What’s that?” David said, pointing to a shoe in the water. Purple gore and guts swam around it.

      “Oh. No!” Nikki cried as she covered her face in agony. She fell to her knees and sobbed.
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      David grabbed a twig floating in the water. He took the dry end of the twig and picked up the shoe in the gored mess. They examined it from the boat.

      “It has a cuff on the ankle. I think this has been here a while,” David said.

      Nikki covered her nose from the smell.

      “Yeah, I don’t think that’s him either. Where can he be? Justin!” Nikki yelled again. Her voice echoed around them.

      “Are you sure this is where they may have taken him?” David asked. He was looking over the boat at an alligator watching him.

      “If they planned to feed us to the alligators to hide our bodies. This would be the place. Food from the casino flows down here. The gators know if they hang by the boat. They’ll get shot at,” Nikki told him.

      “That’s kind of smart,” David said as he thought about the alligator’s plan. A few more alligators surrounded the boat.

      “The guest sometimes threw food over the boat on purpose to see if they would come. Then they have target practice, and the casino lets them. They let out their hate on the world, on the innocent,” Nikki said.

      “Sounds barbaric. I have a genuine love for animals since I met Winter. Animals seem to flock towards me.” David told her.

      Winter barked when she heard her name.

      “Why was that guy taking you? You know that’s the same guy that put the handcuffs on me when I got arrested? The old me would have ensured he wasn’t leaving the valley of death. Jesus saved him today.” David said.

      “I’m sorry,” David said, looking up at the heavenly Father.

      Thunder rattled the sky in response.

      Nikki jumped as her heart shook from the sudden bang. She smiled from her embarrassment.

      “His name is Jason. I overheard him talking to Bradford about taking you and my brother out here. I don’t understand why, Justin. Jason and Bradford must be on Colin’s payroll.” Nikki told him.

      “Wait! Isn’t he the son?” David said.

      Nikki nodded. She didn’t like the coincidence.

      “My guess is Colin is about to take himself from under his father’s wing and step into the public sector,” Nikki said.

      “He was trying to clear up loose ends that might make him look shady. You can’t influence people if you have flaws yourself. So they hide them in any way they can. Don’t care who they step on or walk over on the way.” David said as he continued to search for Justin.

      “Justin,” David called out.

      They heard the call of the wild circling above them.

      “Is it just me, or have there been a lot of eagles lately?” David asked her.

      “I don’t know. Maybe it’s a sign,” Nikki told him.

      Nikki placed her hands over her mouth. She mimicked the call of the wild to the eagle.

      The Eagle replied with the same call and landed on a tree on the embankment of East River.

      The eagle gave them a stare and stuck out his bold chest. The eagle stretched its massive wings, showing them he was king. The eagle chirped the call of the wild to Nikki.

      Faith moved inside Nikki. She felt the presence of HIM in her spirit. The two disciples looked at each other.

      “Pull over towards the eagle,” Nikki instructed him.

      “You want to go on dry land? Surrounded by alligators. In the dark. I would rather take my chances in the shoot-out.” David nervously told her as he pointed to Jekyll Island.

      Nikki looked at him. She still couldn’t get why he looked different. She knew the man before her, but it still felt like she had just met him.

      Nikki looked at the eagle, and it chirped again.

      “Have faith!” Nikki told David.

      David turned the boat back on. He drove it to the land where the eagle rested on the tree and backed the boat up against the beach.

      “Stay here with Winter.” He told Nikki as he jumped off the boat.

      “No way. He’s my brother. I have to find him. I almost lost him. I can’t go through this again, Lord.” Nikki told herself.

      David reached his arms out. He tried to console her. She pulled back.

      “I’m sorry,” David said, raising his hands defensively.

      “No. I’m sorry. I’m sure I’m a fugitive, and you broke out of prison,” Nikki said as she placed her hands on her hand.

      “I have no problem with turning myself in and vouching for you. I’m not sure if they would believe me over their story.” David told her.

      “And they would probably try to kill you again.”

      “I can ask for witness protection or something,” David said.

      Winter barked several times. The bushes in the distance rattled, and it stopped their conversation. The eagle stood tall on his branch and chirped the call of the wild.

      Nikki chirped like an eagle. David watched in amazement.

      “That’s pretty good,” he told her.

      Then they heard a similar call from behind the bushes but not as good.

      Nikki chirped like the eagle again. Another chirp echoed from beyond the bush. Winter barked several times.

      “Justin!” Nikki called out.

      “Nikki? Is that you?” Justin said as he slowly walked out from the bushes.

      Winter ran off the boat and stood in front of David and Nikki. She barked to warn Justin not to approach. Justin jumped back and placed his hands up. He showed Winter he wasn’t a threat.

      “It’s OK, Winter. It’s OK?” Nikki told her. Winter wagged her tail happily and ran to David. She rubbed her muzzle on his knee, and he scratched her behind her ears.

      Nikki ran to Justin and hugged him. She stuck to his wet body when they met. They held each other as love filled their hearts. The eagle chirped from the tree and flew off toward the heavens. Lightning dazzled the sky, and the eagle slowly faded away.

      The three disciples watched the king of the air and the lightning with amazement. They thanked him separately in their way.

      Nikki turned to Justin after they lost sight of their friend.

      Nikki gave Justin a slight push on his shoulder.

      “What kind of mess did you get yourself into now?” Nikki asked him.

      “I don’t have time to explain. We have to stop Colin before he destroys the world with hateful intentions,” Justin told her.

      “Why is he trying to kill us, Justin?” Nikki asked him, behind her frustration.

      “We are the believers. We know evil when we see it. Colin wants to corrupt the minds of people. He wants to promote jealousy, envy, and rage for financial gain. He wants people to destroy themselves. He wants to capitalize on people’s burdens and ease their pain by selling dope for hope. He is going after something called The Gath.” Justin told her.

      “What is The Gath?” Nikki asked him.

      “How am I supposed to know? I’m not supposed to find The Gath. I’m supposed to find THE.” Justin lost track of his thought when he noticed David was eavesdropping on his conversation.

      Justin looked at Nikki. Then he looked at David.

      “Isn’t that the sleepwalking killer?” He asked her.

      David heard Justin’s question. He made eye contact with Nikki when Justin asked.

      “Hi. I’m David.” He said as he extended his arm towards Justin. Justin shook his hand with caution.

      “David?” Nikki asked. Still looking at him like he was a new person. The new name didn’t help.

      “When Olivia died. I was mad at God. I went to that church celebration to have it out with Him.” David paused. He pointed to the heavens as Anthony did with him.

      “Soon as I stepped foot in the house of God, I felt Him.” David pounded his heart with his fist passionately.

      “He took away my pain and my hurt. I felt joy from the music. I felt peace around other believers, enjoying themselves with no judgment. God made me feel blessed in a time of need and hurt. Now, I want to praise the Lord, God our savior who bears our burdens daily.” David told them as he tried to fight his emotion. He was thinking about Olivia.

      “I’m sorry about your wife,” Justin told him.

      “Thanks, man,” David said as he wiped his face.

      “What happened next?” Nikki asked David.

      “Then pastor Noel prayed for me, and it’s like he lifted what was weighing me down from wanting to hear from the word of God. After giving my life to Christ, I became a new creation. I dropped my birth name of Damon. I am a new creation of Christ, and I go by my middle name. David. No more sleepwalking anything. Just David.” David told them faithfully.

      “That’s it. Pastor Noel. He could tell us about The Gath.” Nikki told them.

      “How do we find him? Sunday was days ago?” Justin asked.

      David had a vision. He was reflecting on his time in church.

      
        
        “God wanted you here. He has great things for your future.” David remembered pastor Noel speaking faith to him.

        Pastor Noel turned to speak with Gabriel and Anthony. “Where are you guys going after this?” Anthony asked him.

        “Israel.” Pastor Noel faintly spoke behind David.

      

      

      David looked at Nikki and Justin. They were still debating their next plan. The bushes moving behind them distracted his memory.

      “I don’t know why I remember this, but pastor Noel and his ministry are probably in Israel right now,” David told them.

      “That’s right. He was going to Jerusalem. It was part of his final tour of being a disciple.”

      “Disciple?” Justin asked.

      “Yeah, he wrote that book,” Nikki said as she tried remembering the name.

      Justin had to think if Paster Noel was The Shepherd and the answer to his mission.

      “The shepherd,” Justin silently said to himself.

      The bushes behind Justin and Nikki rattled again.

      “How about we get back to the boat and figure this out? We are on a rock surrounded by alligators.” David reminded them. He was reacting to the mystery behind them.

      “Wait! How did you survive out here so long?” Nikki asked Justin.

      “I have a favor,” Justin said as he ran to the boat.

      Nikki followed him. She loved that her brother had a newfound faith.

      David and Winter joined them on the boat. Justin deactivated the tracking system. He threw it on the land where they were standing. The legendary alligator of Jekyll Island ran out to grab it. The monster took it and ran back into the bushes.

      The three disciples jumped back when they saw him. Winter whimpered and covered her face with her paw.

      “Did you see that?” Nikki asked them.

      “David, how about you drive?” Justin said with paranoia in his throat.

      “Smart man,” David said as he started the ignition and drove off.

      David drove to get them safely away from the legend behind them.

      “I think I should turn myself in, and you guys take the boat and start over with your lives. They probably think you're dead.” David told Justin as he drove the boat.

      “I have my journey to fill first,” Justin told David.

      “Not with your story again,” Nikki told Justin. She turned to David.

      “You can’t turn yourself in. Not until we figure out what Colin is up to and why it involves him trying to kill both of you. I still want to help you, like I told you on day one. This is God making this work in our favor. Not the plan I would have chosen, but I can't argue with Him.” Nikki told David. They both smiled. Justin liked the idea.

      “Yeah, man. If you turn yourself in, they will kill you for sure.” Justin said.

      David took his foot off the gas, and the boat idled. David took his attention to Justin. He gave him a nod of agreement.

      “I don’t know why Curtis was killed trying to help you. Colin tried to kill me twice. I believe he had something to do with his mother’s death. Maybe even Curtis' murder.” Justin said.

      David flinched from Justin’s comments.

      “Or he did it himself,” David added.

      “He had a solid alibi. I verified.” Justin told David.

      “Wait! So, you think I’m innocent?” David asked Justin.

      “He tried to kill you for a reason. What for? I don’t know. I know I don’t trust him. I don’t know if you are the truth or the evidence, but I want to discover why Colin wanted you dead. He tried to kill me twice. I think it’s personal now.” Justin said.

      “Fair enough. I can live with that,” David said.

      “I want to find out why he tried to kill you. But I don’t want to be doing any spy mission stuff. This is not a video game we are dealing with,” Nikki told them.

      “How about a secret investigative reporter mission?” Justin told her as he made a box with his hands. He was pretending to film her. David played along with an imaginary microphone and held it up to Nikki.

      “Where should we look?” David asked her.

      She laughed at them and moved David’s hand down.

      “OK, but we don’t break any more laws from now on. He’s watching.” Nikki said as she pointed to the heavens.

      David looked at Justin.

      “Where should we start?” David asked him.

      The boat continued to idle in the middle of the Saint Simons Sound. The calm, peaceful waters between Jekyll and Simons Island gave them peace, looking at the freedom they all lost.

      A plane’s engine sounded like thunder beating from the heavens as it flew over their heads. Preparing to land at Jekyll Island International Airport.

      “It’s not here,” Justin told them. He was watching the plane land in the far distance. He saw another taking off.

      “What’s not here?” Nikki asked.

      “The Gath? Whatever it is. Colin is after it. His plane leaves at midnight.” Justin told them.

      “That’s right. Jason mentioned he had a plane to catch.” Nikki told them.

      “He must be leaving with Colin,” David said.

      “How do we know where he’s going if we don’t know what The Gath is?” Nikki asked them.

      “If we can’t get the answers from pastor Noel. We have to get the answers from the source himself.” David said.

      “The only way to fly commercial out of Jekyll Island is J International,” Nikki said.

      “How are three wanted people and a dog going to get into a high-security place like J-International?” David asked.

      “I know a way,” Justin said faithfully.
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      Two evil spirits waited outside the private Bigley hangar at Jekyll Island Airport. Moloch was the beast and the evil mastermind directly sent by the Serpent King—a mission to find an instructor of the foolish on Earth. Molech enslaved his mind with a demonic influence of hunger for self-ambition.

      Colin was the lost spirit that absorbed their poison. He wanted people to idolize him. He desired influence. A following of his own. A place of popularity.

      Moloch satisfied Colin’s lost mind and anger by feeding his flesh with their idolatry of kill, steal, and destroy. They were convincing him that influential power should be his greatest desire. Following their poisonous ways, they deceived him into thinking he could be a king on Earth. The Serpent King told him respect comes from giants. To be a giant, you must have the spirit of a giant.

      Moloch around his neck, Colin watched the plane fill with his newly committed followers. They also ate the poison from the Serpent King. Spirits they controlled with the serpent juice. It made them lose their direction through shameful desires and covered their guilt with lies. The hypnotic poison was hard to resist after the first taste.

      The Serpent King fed Colin lies behind video games and cartoons that mocked God and his believers. The Serpent King also spoke to Colin through hate music that idol the flesh. Turning his soul into a dark spirit as it consumed the flesh of the Serpent King. When the Serpent King controlled his mind, he controlled his thought process and used him to desire impurity to cover up what he was missing—the love of God and direction from his parents. Colin’s love came from pride. Hope came from dope—poison from the Serpent Juice. Colin needed more dope to find hope because each poison wasn’t as strong as the last one. He wanted the ultimate poison to find the love he was looking for. Moloch and the Serpent King fed him the lies they told leaders before him.

      “There can only be one giant.”

      They wanted to create an additional burden for the world so the Serpent King could claim the world as his. Their Serpent King wanted the power of The Gath.

      Moloch bit into the lost spirits on the plane with what their flesh desired, and twice, the evil filled them with false hopes and promises. The rewards of impurities motivated them to spread hate toward people who didn’t want to walk in their flesh-eating ways. The lost spirits were ready to help spread his flesh-eating poison. Then the world would be polluted with hate, envy, jealousy, and rage as they idolized the Serpent King for giving him what he wanted. Spirits turning away from God. Through the influence of Moloch. The Serpent King promised Colin the praise and love he sought on Earth. If Colin could deliver him, as many spirits turned away from God so he could selfishly have them tormented. The closer they were to God, the better, so they could falsely feel like God did not love them. The Serpent King’s ultimate deceit. His greatest satisfaction. He planned to destroy creation so it could slither like them.

      Once Colin controlled The Gath. He would control what the flesh of the world desired. Colin would have the power and respect the Serpent King falsely fed into his soul after he sold it to him.

      Colin checked his watch when he saw Jason calling.

      “You better not be late because I will leave without you,” Colin told Jason as he answered the phone.

      “We lost the package.”

      “What do you mean we lost the package?” Colin asked with rage.

      “You had one job! One job!” Colin yelled through the phone.

      Moloch placed his ear to the phone to hear Jason’s explanation on the other end.

      “The sheep dude got the drop on us. He took the girl and drove off in the boat.” Jason said.

      “Girl, what girl?” Moloch asked Colin angrily.

      “What, girl?” Colin asked Jason.

      “Some girl followed us into the locker room and listened to my plans with Bradford. She knows too much. I’m unsure how much she heard about the plan or what part of it. I felt she was a problem. I had no choice. I was going to feed her as well. She recorded us on her phone, but we got that. I tossed it into the ocean.” Jason told Colin with a brief hesitation in his voice.

      “Ugh,” Colin screamed and drew the attention of his followers to him.

      “Nikki,” Moloch said to Colin.

      “She must die,” Moloch instructed Colin.

      “Get on the plane!” Colin screamed at his followers.

      Colin got back on the phone with Jason.

      “Where were you? Don’t tell me he got the drop on you?” Colin asked Jason.

      “Heck no! I’m too sharp for that. I delivered the girl. The problem wasn’t taken care of. Bradford’s plan backfired somehow. I went back to look for the sheep, dude. Then I heard shots back at the boat.” Jason said.

      “What happened on the boat?” Colin asked frustratedly.

      “The girl shot one of the vampire lovers. By the time I got back to the boat, they were gone. He must have passed me in the woods.” Justin shamefully told his boss.

      “And Bradford?” Colin asked.

      “He said he left the vampire boys in charge of the girl when he heard a noise in the cemetery,” Jason told Colin.

      “What about the reporter boy?” Colin asked him.

      “They fed him.”

      “Are you sure?” Colin asked.

      “The vampire lovers said they took him to dinner before they came over to Jekyll,” Jason told Colin.

      “Doesn’t the boat have a GPS?” Colin asked.

      “Sheep dude is smarter than you thought. He disabled the boat tracking system. So we can’t even get the last location,” Jason told his boss.

      “Place a bounty for all three. You call Warden Gilles and tell him to call Hog the Bounty Hunter. Get the word out that all three have escaped custody and are wanted for the murder of the vampire lover. Lock down the Island. Moloch will have his serpents check the woods.” Colin told Jason.

      Colin saw Ethan listening to their conversation.

      “You want me to stay here and take care of them if they show up? Clean up this mess for good.” Jason asked Colin.

      “The Gath is more important. It’s time I let my father know my secret. You get yourself here at the airport so I can tell my head of security how worthless he is to his face!” Colin yelled through the phone at Jason.

      “I understand, Mr. Bigley,” Jason told Colin.

      “You have thirty minutes because if you miss this plane. You will not be getting a dime of your salary until I return. If you excuse me! I have to tell my father the devastating news.” Colin said as he hung up the phone. The anger was felt through the phone.

      Colin apprehensively called his father.

      “Hello,” Thomas answered.

      “Dad,” Colin sighed.

      “Ethan already told me,” Thomas said. Colin turned and looked at Ethan with evil rage. Ethan smiled in guilty pleasure. His hate for Colin showed.

      “You haven’t left the Island yet, and you're already causing problems,” Thomas told his son.

      “I’m taking care of it,” Colin said.

      “Then why did you call me?”

      “I need to borrow three million dollars.”

      “Three million!” Thomas yelled at his son.

      Colin rolled his eyes in frustration.

      “Didn’t I tell you if you messed this up for us? I was going to feed you to the gators myself,” Thomas said.

      Colin had had enough of his father’s torment throughout his life. He hated his father for favoring Ethan. The reason the power of The Gath was important to Colin. He would not let Ethan stand in his way.

      “Mister Faulkner had to pay for what he did to mom, and the girl got in the way. We can’t let the girl get away. It would look bad on both of us. She knows too much. It might ruin my future influence. I plan to join politics.” Colin told his father.

      Thomas laughed at his son’s ambitions.

      “You don’t have that influence. Go into music or start an impure website and promote hate videos to spread your influence. Stay in your lane, son, and let the big boys do big boy stuff.” Thomas told his son.

      “There is no money in music, and the music industry is flooded. I need something different. A network of followers. I want more influence, and this girl will ruin it.” Colin told his father.

      “Is this about politics or influence? Is being in the spotlight that important to you? Are you that jealous of me? Is the island important to you? Is that what you want?” Thomas paused and took a sip of his confidence juice.

      “You don’t know what I want,” Colin told his father. Hiding his need for love and acceptance, he was missing.

      “I know if you want to have an influence. You lack your own funds. You don’t have enough money to buy people off. To start a new trend. You can’t do it like we did to take over the island. If you want an island of your own, I can help you,” Thomas said.

      “I don’t want one island of followers. I want a nation. I want to be bigger than the Grumps. I want to do it the way we used to. The government needs to be reset so we can do things our way. Do it for our people and control our land.” Colin told Thomas.

      “How are you going to reset the government? You don’t have enough influence. Your influence is not there yet. You don’t have an evil trend like that one idiot that put blood in his shoes. People won’t follow an Island boy with no fire in his spirit like you. Make them listen. Gain their interest. That’s how you start a rest.” Thomas said.

      “After midnight. I need seventy-two hours to have all the interest to make people fall into their fleshly desires and give them many reasons to want to reset the government.” Colin said.

      Thomas stood up from his chair.

      “What makes you think you can influence the American people that much? That much influential power in America is hard to gain. Many people have tried. Even your uncles, the Grumps. No one can outsmart the American people. I have to admit. The power of influence is deadly,” Thomas told Colin.

      “I will let you be my campaign manager if you can handle my current island problem,” Colin told his father.

      “I’m listening,” Thomas said.

      “I need you to lock down the island after midnight. I’m at the airport now. Only three planes are on the runway scheduled to leave. No other flights in or out are scheduled. You can take the extra manpower to cover the water because they may be on a boat. If you get rid of the girl and take care of the island problem. Hog, the bounty hunter, should be able to do the rest. I need three million dollars to influence him to do the job.” Colin told his father.

      Thomas smiled with guilty pleasure.

      “How do you figure Hog will get the job done?” Thomas asked.

      “The Hog also has ambitions. He just needs money to motivate him. If the three million doesn’t motivate him. I'm sure it will bring out others to flush out the three island runners.” Colin told his father.

      “I will take care of the island's problems until you return. If you don’t keep your word, the shepherd and his herd won’t be the only ones running.” Thomas said as he hung up the phone on his son.

      Colin walked on his private plane with Moloch around his shoulders. Also under the serpent, Ethan and a few female companions greeted them as they boarded. Jason ran up behind them, out of breath. 

      Colin checked his watch.

      “Not bad. We leave in fifteen minutes.” Colin told Jason.

      Jason sat in an executive seat opposite Colin. The plane’s host handed Jason and Colin a drink of confidence juice.

      “Thank you,” Jason told the host with a brief flirtation.

      “This is a business trip. You can worry about your time later.” Colin told Jason.

      Jason took a sip of his confidence juice and stalked the host from a distance.

      The doors to the plane closed, and the engines roared.

      “Did your dad agree to help with our Island problem?” Jason asked Colin. Moloch was around Colin’s neck. Colin gave him some cheese.

      Colin looked at Ethan, sitting a few rows down on the private plane.

      “Putting serpent juice in his bottles was a great idea. He doesn’t know what hit him. He thinks he’s going to have a seat in the White House. He doesn’t know. He’s Plan B. And the man says I don’t have influence.” Colin told Jason.

      “Right on!” Jason said as he lifted his glass for a cheer.

      “Where are we going anyway?” Jason asked Colin.

      Colin pulled out an old flimsy package from his bag. He held it on his lap.

      “To be a giant, you need to have the spirit of a champion,” Colin told Jason as he handed the confidential package address to Susan Bigley. Bloody fingerprints and David’s footprint stained the outside.

      Jason looked at it. The smell of sulfur reeked from the package. Jason had to turn his head in disgust.

      “Open it,” Colin instructed him. Colin had an unusual grin.

      Jason peeled back the label. Another dark aroma scented the air from the package.

      Jason coughed. Ethan looked from his seat but couldn’t see what was happening.

      Jason reached into the package and pulled out a foreign document. Confidential in bold lettering, watermarked the page. The letterhead read from the laboratory in the land of.

      “Israel!” Jason said as the plane ascended to the middle east.
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      David turned off the boat as they reached the beach behind the airport’s control towers. He cut off the power so the boat could slowly idle up the creek. Alligators ran into the muddy waters as the boat slowly approached the shoreline. The lights from the security towers missed their heads when they circled the wetlands behind them. The red lights highlighted their path beyond the murky chilling haze that glared at them. Slashing and gargling underneath the boat increased their anxiety.

      The airport's perimeter was dark, with minimal security. David let the boat idle behind the cover of the control towers. Helicopters circled the waters, flashing spotlights over the island. The port authorities tightened their security and started a search around the airport. The island's lockdown procedures, governed by the Jekyll Island Authority, were taking place.

      Justin jumped out of the boat first. David followed him, then David helped Nikki make it to the dry land.

      “Thank you," Nikki said. Winter jumped off the boat and stood by David’s side.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Nikki asked as Justin surveyed the area.

      “Do you have any better ones?” Justin asked her with an attitude.

      “Yes. Taking the boat far off in the ocean in the opposite direction,” Nikki told him.

      “If we run, we won’t find the answers when it’s behind that door,” Justin told her. He pointed to a door that led into the control towers. It was used as an unofficial escape for the employees. The employees disabled the fire alarm, leaving the door open to smoke outside, leading to other criminal activities.

      David looked at Nikki.

      “Good point.” He told her.

      “How did you know about this spot?” David asked Justin.

      “I was assigned to investigate TSA employees ripping off customer bags. I followed a source to this location, but daytime makes it harder to convert. I had little funds to get a boat out here privately after dark. Plus, the alligators scare the life out of me.” Justin paused and looked at the waters around him as he stood on the dry land the alligators left. He focused his attention on David.

      “Then Curtis died, and I got sidetracked. This door was their pipeline,” Justin told David. He pointed to a door about fifty feet away from the shoreline. Nikki took her eyes to the door with doubt.

      “I’m sorry about Curtis. He was a nice guy. He believed in me,” David told him.

      “Yeah, he was. And so do I.” Nikki said.

      “Wait! How’s Lauren?” Nikki asked Justin.

      “She’s fine. She went into labor and left before they grabbed me. I’m sure she has delivered by now.” Justin told her.

      “Oh, no! I wish I could have been there for her.” Nikki said.

      “Curtis is connected to this as well. We need to get to that plane and discover why.” Justin told them passionately.

      “What is your master plan?” David asked Justin.

      Winter barked in response to David’s question. She rubbed her head on David's thigh.

      David rubbed her head. Justin and Nikki gazed at her.

      “I’m not leaving Winter behind. I’ll turn myself in before I let harm come to Winter,” David told Justin. He continued to rub behind Winter’s ears.

      Behind the control towers, a large oak tree hovered over the tiny island across the peninsula. A chirp came from a branch. It grabbed their attention when they heard the familiar call of the wild. The three disciples fixated on the eagle as it opened its wings to show its mighty breastplate.

      Justin looked at Winter. Then he looked at David.

      “We could use a distraction,” Justin told them as he returned to Winter.

      David looked at Winter. He wasn’t comfortable with the rationing.

      “We don’t have much time. We are here. The plane is over there. Security will make its rounds soon. We can run, or we can trust in the Lord to have our backs. He got us here so far.” Justin told them.

      David and Nikki looked at each other. Justin sold them with that last pitch. David shrugged his shoulders at Nikki.

      “What do we have to do?” Nikki asked Justin.

      Justin pointed to the control towers blocking their way. As they discussed their plan, an eerie presence stalked them from under the water.

      “That is their emergency exit door. It connects to the top of the control tower and the runway on the first level. All we have to do is get past that door. It is the middle of the night. Winter could run on the runway as a diversion, and we can go through the airport and find where they’re going.” Justin told them.

      “I don’t know. It sounds like we are walking right into the hands of the law. What’s going to happen to Winter?” David asked him.

      “He’s right, Justin. Even if we get through the door, he has a prison outfit, and you look like you escaped a mental facility. Security would be right on us,” Nikki told Justin.

      “Security won’t harm Winter when people at the airport film on their social media platforms for influence and likes. It would raise too many questions. A plane can’t take off when a dog runs loose at the airport. At the same time, Winter has all eyes on her. We can figure out a new plan once we get in there. Have faith.” Justin confidently told them.

      David looked at his fellow disciples as he contemplated his thoughts.

      “You can get us through that door?” David asked Justin.

      “You have a pin,” Justin asked Nikki, pointing to her hair.

      “Wait. You don’t think this is a good idea?” Nikki asked David. She reached into her hair and pulled out a bobby pin. She held it in her fist with hesitation.

      “He sold me on faith. At this point, I will do anything to have faith in HIM.” David said as he pointed to the heavens. He couldn’t believe he was turning into Anthony.

      Nikki couldn’t respond to that.

      “The way I see it, we have no choice, but we do it my way. I’ll take the lead. If we get caught. You could say I forced you guys to help me. At least you will have a chance. I’m a dead man either way,” David told them.

      Nikki placed her hands over her mouth.

      “You don’t have to,” Nikki told him.

      “Yeah, man. We’re all in this now. We have to get our freedom. We have to get your freedom.” Justin told David.

      “I got my freedom when I gave my life to Christ. If I die now, I’m only blessed to meet him. I will be absent from the body but present with the Lord.” David told them.

      Nikki and Justin felt remorse for David. Even though they had just met, they felt like they had known him for a long time from the faith he spoke in them. It grew their spirit.

      “I won’t let them hurt you guys on my behalf. If it goes down, I’ll take the bullet. For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” David told them.

      “OK. If we do this, we stay together.” Nikki told them hesitantly. She wasn’t sure if this was the best idea for them. She looked back at the boat, knowing it would be the last chance to escape the island.

      Nikki looked up at the eagle when she extended her arm to Justin. She smiled at the mighty eagle, looking confidently back at her.

      “Trust in the Lord with all your heart,” Nikki said as the bird chirped and flew away. Justin took the bobby pin from Nikki.

      “You sure you know what you're doing?” David asked Justin.

      “I’ve broken into a lot of places doing some investigative work. It’s kind of one of my secret talents. Not anymore, obviously. Last time.” Justin told them as he tried to defend his guilt.

      David placed his hands up.

      “I’m the man in jail,” David said.

      Nikki looked back at the boat. Wondering if this was the best plan. She saw flashlights circling the woods in the distance.

      “Someone’s coming!” Nikki frantically told them.

      David and Justin looked back at the boat.

      “We can’t think about it now. We got to go!” David told them.

      Justin was a few inches away from them. He was the first to run for the emergency door. David let Nikki go ahead of him so he could protect her. David saw Justin slip into the muddy water. He lost his balance and fell to his knees. An alligator jumped from the shoreline. Justin didn’t see the creature reaching for his ankle.

      “Justin!” Nikki called out softly. She pointed behind him when she got his attention. Justin turned and looked the alligator in the eyes as it was charging him. Justin twisted his body and fell on his tailbone.

      David saw Justin was in trouble, but the alligator was moving faster than he was. Winter barked and went after the alligator.

      The flashlight behind David pointed in their direction when Winter barked. David ran after Nikki and Winter. The flashlights behind them were getting faster. David stepped on a seashell and stumbled off balance. David grabbed his ankle and locked eyes with the seashell. Faith was felt in his heart. David picked up the seashell and pulled out his sling.

      The alligator chomped at Justin but missed his shoestring. Winter ran past Nikki to save Justin. Justin slid back on his hands and feet as fast as he could but quickly approached the airport gate—inches out of space to run.

      David placed the seashell in the sling and pulled it back as far as possible. He let faith build his confidence as he let the seashell fly. It passed Nikki, almost clipping her hair. The seashell beat Winter to the alligator and smacked the creature in the eye as it launched for Justin a second time. The alligator hissed in frustration and turned around. It looked at Winter running and charging at it. The alligator ran back into the water. Winter chased it to the shoreline and barked at it from the mud.

      Nikki ran to Justin and helped him up.

      “Are you OK?” She asked him.

      “Yeah. I’m good.” Justin said as he looked at David when he caught up.

      “Thank you,” Justin told David as he extended his arm in gratitude.

      David shook his hand. Winter was still barking from the mud at the alligator. Two security guards were at the top of the hill, pointing their flashlights toward Winter. One guard was on the radio.

      “We need to hurry,” David told Justin.

      “Winter. Let’s go.” David told her.

      Justin ran to the emergency door with Nikki. He tried to pick the lock.

      Winter turned around and ran back to David. The alligator merged from the murky water when Winter turned around. The alligator snapped at Winter and missed her tail. Winter wasn’t bothered by her near-death experience. She ran happier towards her friend David, with a feeling of accomplishment.

      David looked back and saw the two security guards looking at him and Winter. David ran towards Justin and Nikki at the emergency exit.

      “How’s it looking?” David asked them. He turned around and saw the security guards running toward them.

      “Almost. I think,” Justin said as he tried maneuvering the rusted door.

      “I told you this was a bad idea,” Nikki said as she saw the security guards approaching faster. Her heart was pounding like she was having a panic attack.

      “Stop! Stop right there!” David heard behind them.

      David turned around and made eye contact with the two security guards running full speed with their guns out.

      “Got it,” Justin said as he opened the door. He held it open like a doorman.

      David went in first, and Winter ran by his side. They were slightly leading the way. Justin closed the door behind Nikki and himself. Justin saw an old plant with a fake bird on it. He stared at the bird surrounded by spider webs and cigarette buds. The bird seemed to stare back at Justin. Justin grabbed the plant and placed it under the door handle so the door wouldn’t be open from the outside. The security guards from outside jiggled the handle. Justin heard keys shaking and someone on their radio through the door.

      “Patrol to base. The control towers have been breached.”

      Justin ran from the door and joined David in the first hallway.

      “They're right behind us!” Justin yelled when he caught up.

      David slowly walked with his back against the wall of the long-dimmed corridor. The stairway to the control towers separated the first half of the hallway. He stopped at the bottom of the stairway and took a moment to listen. David held out his fist for his fellow disciples to stop. He peeked around the staircase to see if he saw anyone in their path. David saw the window of the control room. A uniformed man was giving instructions over the walkie-talkie.

      David walked around the staircase and slowly peeked down the hall. He was a left turn away from a one-hundred-yard dash to the exit leading to the airport runway. He needed to get his disciples past the stairway to the control tower.

      A few more bangs at the door faintly echoed throughout the dark hallway behind them. A plane ascending in the air was heard through the walls. A horn sounded as it drove past them from the other side. Employees were loading the passenger plane outside the terminal.

      David heard the door open to the control tower on top of the third floor. Someone ran to the stairs to cut them off. The tree behind them fell with a loud thud when it hit the floor. The door opened behind them.

      David looked behind them when he felt the cold air from the door opening, caressing his skin. Justin and Nikki looked at David after they felt the cold breeze.

      “We need to move!” Justin told David from the end of the line.

      David looked and saw two security guards approaching them and making a swift dash for Justin. David turned past the stairwell. His eyes fixated on the large door at the end of the dark hall. A vending machine and another door were on the left of the single-door exit. The large EXIT sign lit up at the end of the door. David ran towards that sign. Winter ran in front. Three security guards were in Justin’s rearview as he ran behind Nikki.

      David reached the exit door. He swung it open and was overcome by a booming sound and a gust of wind entering the hallway. Nikki, Justin, and the three guards were knocked off the balance.

      “Go, Winter!” David told Winter as she took off on the runway. She ran between two baggage claim drivers, moving packages to a large passenger plane. They stopped to check Winter as she ran between their golf carts. They honked their horns at her.

      “Good luck!” David whispered to Winter as he watched her run between the golf carts.

      “What now!” Nikki franticly yelled. The security guards regained their balance. Approaching full speed within a few feet of their grasp. David saw the wide eyes of the three security guards. Their adrenaline had their fingers ready to pull the trigger of the guns they were holding.

      David opened the door to the left.

      “In here.” He told them.

      Nikki went inside first.

      “Help me with this,” David told Justin as he moved the vending machine.

      They moved the machine from against the way. They slammed it on the floor, blocking the security guards from going through any door until after they moved it.

      David led them through the terminal. Suitcases were gliding around on conveyor belts. Airport employees sorted luggage into golf carts to take to the plane outside the terminal.

      David and his disciples walked through the facility unnoticed. The employees had large noise-canceling protection headphones and kept their heads at work.

      David’s eyes were captivated by a large black suitcase swirling around the conveyor belt. It made a squeaking sound from the wheels that kept turning on the bag. When the bag wrapped around David’s head, he saw the Jekyll Island Eagle pendant on the front of it. He grabbed it as the bag stopped, and the wheels got caught on the conveyor belt right in front of him. Justin caught up.

      “What’s the plan?” Justin asked.

      David looked around and saw the employees were still not paying them any attention. They were doing their job. David looked at the suitcase.

      “What’s with the suitcase?” Justin asked. Looking back at the door, they had just left.

      “I don’t know why I grabbed it,” David told them, confused.

      David opened the suitcase. He pulled out three Jekyll Island Zoo sweaters with the Jekyll Island eagle logo, staring at them. David held up each one without catching the eagle’s logo. David passed each disciple a sweater. He handed each one a hat and a pair of sweatpants to pull over what they had on. Each one was a perfect fit.

      They looked at each other in their new outfits.

      The employees noticed them standing there.

      “What now?” Nikki asked, looking at the airport employees' confused faces.

      “Two security officers opened the door from the other side. One went after Winter on the runway.

      “Stop!” One of the security officers yelled as he pointed a gun at them.

      The employees unloading the bags reacted to Winter, still running around the runway. More airport security and other employees tried to tame her. No one was a match for her. As they watched, she was getting laughs from her new fans inside the terminal. Many filmed on their social media fan pages.

      “Run!” David told them as he ran for the door marked ‘no exit.’ Nikki and Justin followed.

      They were in the Jekyll Island International with other tourists wearing the same sweaters as they were.

      “What now?” Nikki asked Justin when they stopped inside the airport.

      “How do we find Colin?” David asked.

      David surveyed the airport. His eyes fixated on another black bag on wheels. This one had a gold cross on it. He looked up at the man and only saw the back of his head. Faith moved inside of David.

      David followed the cross. The others followed him. The travelers in the airport terminal focused their attention on the large windows overlooking the runway. Winter got tired and gave up. Security put a leash on her.

      There were moans and cheers for Winter in the crowd. Some of the tourists were taking photos. The man carrying the bag with the cross gravitated to the window to see the excitement.

      David stopped when the man went to the window and met with his group of three other travelers. All had the same black bag with the shining gold cross. Nikki also looked at the man with a bit of familiarity.

      “What?” Justin asked David.

      “I think I know him,” David said as he pointed to the man.

      “I think that’s,” Nikki said, but security slammed the door open in front of the man. The doorway blocked their view.

      Security walked out with Winter on the leash. Only one security guard calmed her down. Winter led the way, and the airport cheered for her.

      The man with the black bag turned and made eye contact with David. David’s eyes grew wide, and his heart raced with anxiety.

      Winter broke from the security guard’s grasp and ran towards David. The security guard chased her. Winter jumped on David and licked his hands. He couldn’t resist the love, and David fell to his knees and took her wet tongue on his nose. Security ran to David.

      Justin and Nikki nervously stood there as security ran after Winter.

      “Winter!” Nikki happily called out when she saw her.

      The security guard ran up to David.

      “I’m sorry, sir. Is this your dog?” Roman asked.

      “Roman. Is that you?” Nikki asked him.

      Roman stepped back. He didn’t recognize the beautiful Nikki at first.

      “Nikki?” He asked with a brief hesitation.

      “Yeah. How are you? You work here?” Nikki asked him.

      David and Justin were nervously trying to step out of the conversation. The man with the black bag was approaching them.

      “Yeah. I do security at the hospital and part-time here at the airport. I’m happy your brother made it. How is he?” Roman asked.

      “He’s doing well. Thank you.” Nikki told him.

      The radio interrupted Roman’s chance of another interaction.

      “Any signs on the three suspects?” Someone announced over the radio. Roman turned it down.

      “I’m sorry. It’s been a crazy day. Someone broke into the airport again. They always try to rip off people’s bags,” Roman said.

      “Is this your dog, sir?” Roman asked David.

      David looked at Nikki. Then he took a strange look at Roman in his Philadelphia Eagles hat.

      “Yes,” David said hesitantly.

      “Look, man. Keep the dog on a leash when you are in the terminal. They want us to hand out tickets, but since you are friends of Nikki and we have bandits running around in wet clothes, you three look dry. I will let this one slide.” Roman told David. Roman smiled at Nikki.

      “Thank you, sir,” David told Roman as he took the leash from him.

      Roman went back on the radio.

      “Control, I found the dog’s owner. Still no sign of the three suspects in terminal G,” Roman told his supervisors.

      “10-4. I don’t see them on any cameras. Search baggage claims in terminal F, circle back, and sweep the rest of the baggage area.” The command center instructed Roman.

      “10-4,” Roman replied over the walkie. He waved at Nikki and jogged off.

      “You an Eagles fan now?” Justin asked her with a smile. Nikki playfully pushed him.

      “Excuse me. That’s quite a beautiful dog you have there.” The man with the black bag told David.

      “What did you say her name was?” He asked David.

      Another man approached them and admired Winter.

      “I’m sorry. Are you Noel Goldstein?” Nikki asked.

      The man smiled and looked at her pleasantly.

      “Yes, I am,” Noel told her. He extended his hand.

      “I’m Nikki. I helped organize the Sunday service at Oglethorpe,” Nikki told him.

      “Oh, Nikki. I looked for you, and they said you weren’t there. You had a family emergency. Is everything all right?” Noel asked her.

      “Yes. Thank you.” Nikki said. She looked at Justin.

      Justin gave her a confused stare.

      “That’s a special dog you have,” Noel told David.

      David stood there but gave Noel a pleasant look. David didn’t know if Noel recognized him.

      “What did you say her name was?” Noel asked David.

      “Winter,” David told him.

      Noel looked down at Winter, shocked. He smiled at her and rubbed her head.

      “I don’t know why, but I was supposed to meet you here,” Noel told them.

      David and the other two disciples looked at Noel with confusion.

      Noel reached into his coat pocket. He pulled out a postcard. It was a Jekyll Island Zoo advertisement.

      “Last night. My friends and I were having dinner. This postcard was attached to my meal tray, and no one could tell me how it got there. I knew it had to be a sign from God.” Noel told them as he handed over the postcard.

      The postcard had the blue skyline of the Jekyll Island Eagle in the sun. With the caption reading: Stay for Winter.

      Justin saw the postcard.

      “I don’t get it. This is all over the island, I think. It’s a gimmick because the Eagles don’t fly in the Winter.” Justin told them with his doubt.

      “The plane is boarding.” Another man with a backpack similar to Noel announced.

      Noel held up his hand to the other man in acknowledgment.

      “Where are you guys going?” Noel asked them.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Nikki asked Noel.

      “We have to go!” The man behind Noel persisted.

      “Now boarding flight 777 to Tel Aviv, Ben Gurion Airport. Please have your boarding passes ready as you make your way to the line.” The flight attendant announced over the intercom above them.

      “You can go ahead. Tell them I’m coming,” Noel told the gentlemen.

      Noel smiled at Nikki.

      “I’m sorry. What were you saying?” Noel asked her.

      “What is The Gath, and how do we stop it?” Justin rudely interrupted after he saw a few more security guards enter the terminal.

      The man with Noel turned his attention to Justin after he asked the question.

      Noel looked at his associate. His associate looked at Nikki and David. Noel and his associate both looked at David and then at Winter.

      Noel’s associate whispered something in Noel’s ear.

      “Are you guys getting on this plane?” Noel asked.

      The plane was boarding.

      Another associate of Noel's approached behind him and got close to his ear.

      “Looks like Moloch and his puppet had just left the airport on a private plane.” The man told Noel.

      Noel whispered to both men. The new associate looked at Winter and David.

      Justin looked over at the wall clock. It was a little past midnight.

      “We're too late,” Justin told Nikki as he pointed to the watch.

      “What is your interest in The Gath?” One associate with Noel asked Justin.

      “You wouldn’t understand,” Justin told him.

      “Justin, this is the man I told you about that wrote the book,” Nikki told him. She pointed to Noel.

      “The Disciple, dude,” Justin asked.

      Justin looked at David and pointed at Noel.

      “This is the guy,” Justin told David.

      David shook his head. Embarrassed, he was caught outside the prison walls.

      “Nice to see you again, brother David,” Noel said as he shook David’s hand.

      “You are a long way from Hell’s Island,” One of the associates told David.

      David’s heart sank when the man mentioned the prison. David stepped back, but Winter lunged him forward. Closer to Noel. Noel rubbed Winter behind the ears as she scratched herself on his knee.

      “The Shepherd is a long way home,” Noel told him pleasantly.

      “Wait! You’re the Shepherd.” Justin asked him. He looked at Nikki with disappointment.

      “You couldn’t tell me he was the Shepherd this whole time,” Justin yelled at Nikki.

      “Wait! What? I didn’t know anything about a shepherd,” Nikki told them. She threw her hands in the air. She was confused by what was taking place in front of her.

      “Last call for flight 777 to Tel Aviv, Ben Gurion Airport. Please have your boarding passes ready. We are still missing seven guests and a furry friend.” The flight attendant announced.

      One man appeared to be in charge. He whispered something to his associate and Noel.

      “Wait. Is she talking about us?” Nikki asked them.

      Noel’s two associates left to board the plane.

      “We had seven tickets for our trip to Israel that had been canceled twice because of bad weather. One of our colleagues had to return home with her service dog, and two got food poison from the restaurant that gave me the postcard last night.” Noel told them.

      David looked at Justin and Nikki. They didn’t understand how the Lord worked in mysterious ways.

      “If you want to learn about The Gath, I don’t have time to tell you everything right now. Fly with us to Israel. You have little time to decide,” Noel told them.

      Justin pulled Nikki over to the side. He motioned David to join their circle.

      “We’re not going to hop on a plane and go across the world with a bunch of pastor dudes we don’t know,” Justin said with his usual paranoid behavior.

      “At least they won’t try to kill us,” Nikki told him to boost his confidence.

      “How do you know they're not trying to kidnap us for a bounty?” Justin asked them.

      “Like you said. Have faith.” David told Justin.

      “Only one way to have faith,” Nikki said as she pointed to the terminal.

      “I know I’m new to the faith, but I’m not sure God will deliver us a safe way off the island just like that,” Justin said as he snapped his fingers to emphasize his point.

      Noel stood there with three tickets in his hand.

      “We could all use a second chance right now. God is giving us away. It may not be our way, but wherever he leads, I will go. If the eagle that’s been following us told him to wait for Winter and we show up on your plan,” David said as he pointed to Justin.

      David pointed to Noel, still standing, holding the tickets.

      “This man is standing there and has extra tickets. I’m not going to sit around and ask God anything. I’m out.” David said as he left the circle.

      David grabbed a ticket for him and Winter.

      “I hope they have enough room,” David told Winter as he led her by the collar. David walked over to the boarding door and scanned the ticket. It registered two seats for him and Winter. He left down the ramp to board the airplane.

      Nikki watched David board the airplane with no problem. She grabbed the last two tickets from Noel.

      “Thank you so much!” Nikki expressed to Noel.

      She turned and gave a ticket to Justin.

      “See you inside,” Noel told them. He waved at Justin, but it gave Justin the chills.

      Noel turned to board the plane. The flight attendant greeted him.

      “We have two more,” Noel told the attendant as he pointed to Nikki and Justin.

      “Are you coming?” Nikki asked Justin. She reached out with the ticket.

      “If we leave, how do we get back? How are we going to be in another country with an escaped prisoner and no identification of ourselves? Our lives are gone once we get on that plane.” Justin told her.

      Nikki placed her hand on his shoulder.

      “We don’t know where Colin is going, but at least we will know what he is after. You said it best. Have faith.” Nikki said as Justin took the ticket from her. Nikki walked over to board the plane.

      “I wish everyone would stop taking my words for granted,” Justin said to himself as he ran after Nikki to board flight 777 to Israel. He scanned the ticket, and it accepted his seat. He looked at the scanner like it was an algebra equation. The flight attendant smiled when they made eye contact. He walked through the tunnel to board the plane. She closed the door after him.
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      Lauren woke up exhausted from her epidural during last night's delivery. The morning sun was glowing on her face. Blocking it with her forearm didn't help. She looked over to the wide-open window. A broad man stood by it. Not enough to block the sun. His back turned towards her. His face was looking at the clear sky. Lauren sat up in her bed when she realized she wasn't alone.

      "Excuse me. Can I help you?" She questioned the mysterious man.

      Thomas turned around. Movement by the front door caught Lauren's attention. A deputy made his presence known. He placed his hand on his weapon. Lauren jumped and looked at him. Thomas waved the deputy off. Lauren looked over at Thomas.

      "Who are you, and where's my baby?" Lauren demanded from Thomas.

      Thomas confidently seized a chair, gracefully lowered himself into it, and casually crossed his legs. With an intense glint in his eyes, he shot Lauren an unsettling glare, only to pivot his attention to the deputy stationed by the door. A fleeting, uneasy smile was exchanged between the two men. Lauren, stubborn and unyielding, stood her ground against the imposing oppression of the Jekyll Island Authority. Her gaze on Thomas remained unwavering and determined as if she were the relentless force in this confrontation. The tides shifted as Thomas sensed the lack of intimidation emanating from Lauren, prompting an unexpected shift in his demeanor.

      "I'm Thomas Bigley. The governor of the Jekyll Island Authority. Which oversees the Island and runs James Oglethorpe State prison?" Thomas told her.

      "I know who you are and about the prison. What does that have to do with me?" Lauren asked him. She looked back at the deputy, concentrating on her movements.

      "Last night. A high-profile inmate escaped. The first time this has ever happened since we built it." Thomas told Lauren.

      Lauren sat up in her bed. She looked at the deputy, still with his hand on his holster. Lauren turned back to Thomas.

      "What are you talking about?" Lauren asked him.

      "That's not all, Mrs. Key. Last night, the man you were with escaped police custody after assaulting a nurse. He is also wanted for possession of a controlled substance. He may be on the run with Nikki," Thomas said.

      "I don't get it. What happened? It sounds like a mistake. Justin wouldn't hurt anyone." Lauren said.

      Thomas held up his hand to silence Lauren. She didn't like his hand gesture. His hand smelled like a burnt cigar. She rolled her eyes at him and stared at him.

      "That's not why I'm here. Last year, my wife was murdered by an evil and sick man. Your husband tried to defend the coward. Mister Faulkner escaped Oglethorpe last night with the help of your friend Nikki Wright. We believe Nikki helped her brother since he is on the run. They are both missing with the man you were seen on camera visiting at the prison a few days ago." Thomas told her.

      "Wait. They did what?" Lauren asked. She grabbed her stomach from the pain she was in. She took one of her pillows and placed it over her abdomen.

      "I'm sure Justin knew the plan, and they are halfway to Africa on the boat they stole. The way I'm looking at it. You had some knowledge or assisted in their escape. Let me help you before it's too late. I have a few strings in the DA's office. I'm willing to help the district attorney take it easy on you when they charge you with aiding and abetting," Thomas said.

      Lauren looked away. She couldn't believe Thomas' story.

      "You just had a baby. Since there was a murder involved. You are looking at a felony charge if you're an accomplice. It will be at least ten years." The deputy arrogantly told her.

      "Murder? What murder?" Lauren asked the deputy.

      "We will get to that in a second." Thomas jumped in.

      "I don't know what you're talking about. Nikki and Justin are good kids. They respect law enforcement." Lauren told him.

      Thomas stood up. He walked over to the door.

      "I don't care about the kids. I want the man that murdered my wife behind bars where he belongs. Tell Nikki to stop running. I can help her too. She lost her position at the prison. I don't want more innocent people hurt," Thomas told her.

      "I do not know what's going on. I was here delivering my baby last night." Lauren replied, turning her head away from him to stare out the window.

      "I'll make sure I'll leave a nice warm bed for you in Oglethorpe. I think the FBI wants to ask you a few questions," Thomas told her.

      "What about the murder?" Lauren asked.

      Thomas and the deputy ignored her.

      "Why is he here? He's not in law enforcement." Lauren asked the deputy.

      Thomas held up his hand to silence the deputy and turned to Lauren.

      "I'm just trying to save myself three million dollars," Thomas told her.

      He turned back to the deputy.

      "Are you trying to save yourself or your son, Mister Bigley?" Lauren asked him.

      Thomas turned to her and smiled.

      "I'm just trying to save the citizens of Jekyll Island," Thomas said.

      "Son," Thomas acknowledged the young deputy as he held the door open for him.

      District attorney Harrison Gates and another man walked in after Thomas, and the deputy left.

      "Ma'am. I'm district attorney Harrison Gates. This is FBI agent Nioh Keen," Harrison told her.

      Lauren looked at both men's badges as they held them in front of her.

      "You can call me Nioh." He told her as he put his badge away.

      "I've already told Thomas. I didn’t know of any planned escape from the prison." Lauren told them.

      "Thomas has nothing to do with this case. He has to answer for how a prisoner escaped his maximum prison." Harrison told her.

      "That is why I'm here. Mrs. Key. Your husband defended Mister Faulkner before he was murdered. Is that correct?" Nioh asked her.

      Lauren shook her head to answer his question.

      "You visited him at the prison a few days ago, and he gave you something. A heart. Why? What did you guys talk about?" Nioh asked.

      "His wife passed, and I went to tell him out of courtesy. Olivia put me down as an emergency contact. She asked me to go with her to tell him she was dying from cancer. We became close after Curtis died, and she got sick. She didn't make it to tell him she was dying. It was too late. The heart was a symbol of his love. He wanted me to put it on her grave." Lauren told him.

      "You think he will go back there?" Harrison asked her.

      "I'm not sure. She wasn't buried yet. Her family will do a ceremony in Atlanta next week." Lauren told them.

      "Remind me to send guys to Atlanta?" Nioh told Harrison. Harrison wrote it down on his notepad.

      "How did he react? Did he seem like he wanted to run? Did he seem off?" Nioh asked.

      Lauren looked away to gather her thoughts. "I don't know. I just met him that one time."

      "How close were Nikki and Mister Faulkner? Were they in a relationship?" Nioh continued to interrogate.

      "What? Not at all. Nikki is a professional. She wouldn't be vulnerable with all her years of service," Lauren replied.

      "Sometimes prisoners manipulate women into doing what they want. For example, he could have brainwashed her, and then she helped him escape. It is common in the prison system. The men prey on the woman for extra favors or drugs," Nioh told her.

      "Nikki has a strong faith in the Lord. She wouldn't let the flesh overtake her spirit.” Lauren told them.

      "What do you mean?" Nioh asked. He had a confused look on his face.

      Lauren waved her hand at him.

      "Never mind. Where is my baby?" Lauren asked.

      Nioh looked at Harrison.

      "Until we figure out if you're in danger or an accomplice. Family services will look after your son. Your husband's murder is still unsolved, and we don't know if Mister Faulkner is coming after you or if you are helping Nikki." Nioh said.

      Lauren leaned her head against her pillow in grief.

      "What do you want me to do so I can see my son?" Lauren asked them.

      "If you agree to cooperate, let us check your story out. Then, we will be out of your way," Nioh said.

      "I will sign whatever you like. Don't forget my late husband was a defense attorney. Don't play a wise woman for a fool. Mister Harrison. Mister FBI Agent Keen." Lauren told them confidently.

      "Is the FBI going to look into my husband's murder?" Lauren asked Nioh.

      "If we find a connection that leads to this escape. I think that might be a strong possibility," Nioh told her.

      "Thank you, but Nikki and Justin have nothing to do with Curtis' murder," Lauren said.

      Nioh looked at Harrison. He didn't expect that response from Lauren.

      "We will be in touch," Nioh told her. Both men walked to the door.

      "What did Thomas mean about three million dollars?" Lauren asked them when Harrison opened the door.

      "The Jekyll Island Authority has offered a million dollars for each subject. We don't know if they're working together, but if we have the heat on all three. Then, it will be easier to flush them out," Harrison explained.

      "Please don't hurt them. You are making a mistake. They are good kids. What did Thomas mean about murder?" Lauren asked them.

      "Justin assaulted a nurse and an officer while escaping through the woods. Nikki is also wanted for murder for helping the sleepwalking killer escape from a maximum-security prison on an island surrounded by alligators. I'm from Washington, DC. I'm not too fond of gators. Unfortunately, I can't give you more details," Nioh told her.

      "Uh, my Gosh. I don't believe you. Something is not right." Lauren told them.

      "I'm sorry, Mrs. Key. I think those kids have you fooled. If they contact you, tell them to turn themselves in. We don't want anyone to get hurt. Call agent Keen or me right away," Harrison told Lauren.

      "As I said, I delivered my baby last night at 10:13. I do not know their plans or whereabouts," Lauren told them.

      "There will always be an agent outside your door and with you until we capture all three. Then, I'll make sure you get your son back." Nioh told her.

      Lauren looked out the door and saw two other FBI agents dressed like Nioh.

      "Is all that for me?" Lauren asked.

      "Safety comes in numbers, Mrs. Key. I will be in touch." Noah said as he and Harrison walked out the door.

      Lauren was still confused about the current situation. She frantically reached for the remote.

      "Ouch." She said as she grabbed her new mother's scar. She felt the bandages on her abdomen.

      She sat back and turned the television on. Sharon Wynn was doing a live breaking news report on Jekyll Island.

      "We have breaking news this morning from Jekyll Island. The FBI is on a search for three suspects. Unfortunately, one of them is the infamous Sleep Walking Killer!" Sharon announced.

      Lauren turned the volume up on the television. She still couldn't believe her ears.

      "Authorities say an employee named Nikki Wright is responsible for helping him escape, and she shot and killed a man when she robbed him of his boat."

      "Oh my gosh!" Lauren said in reaction to Nikki's charges. She covered her mouth.

      "Lord! Please help them." She prayed.

      "Got to have faith!" Lauren told herself.

      Lauren turned her attention to the television when she saw Thomas standing with Sharon.

      "I'm here with the victim's husband, whom the sleepwalking killer executed over a year ago," Sharon said as she turned to Thomas.

      "I can't stand her," Lauren said as she watched the interview.

      "Mister Bigley. You must be terrified that someone connected to your life in this way is on the loose. What is going through your mind right now?" Sharon asked Thomas.

      "We are terrified. It's a scary situation. There are now two wanted murders on the Island; one killed my wife. I wish I didn't have to live through this a second time. I can't sleep soundly until they are captured." Thomas said sympathetically as he looked at the camera.

      Bob turned the camera back towards Sharon.

      "Your foundation offered three million dollars to help lead to the capture of three island suspects. Why is this so important to you?" Sharon asked.

      "The people of Jekyll Island shouldn't feel safe with a person like that on our streets. I can't rest knowing he is free. His accomplice has proven she will kill for his freedom. I don't want any more lives to be ruined by these three individuals," Thomas said.

      "Where can the public find more information about the bounty?" Sharon asked.

      "I will be on Behind the Badge tonight as we hunt them down," Thomas said confidently.

      "Thank you, and good luck, sir," Sharon told him.

      Thomas went inside Oglethorpe State Prison.

      Sharon turned to the camera.

      "The third person Mister Bigley is talking about is the brother of Nikki Wright. Justin Farlow. He was an investigative reporter for the local paper in Brunswick. I contacted his employer, and they said the company no longer employed him. Thanks to the Bigley Foundation, they are offering a million dollars to capture each suspect. More information will be on tonight's episode of Behind the Badge. And I promise to keep Glynn County updated when I get more information. Live from Jekyll Island. Sharon Wynn Brunswick News." Sharon closed out her segment.

      Lauren turned off the television just as Bob turned off the camera.

      "You rocked it again," Bob told Sharon.

      "Thanks," Sharon said.

      "Hey, gorgeous," Derrick yelled from the crowd. His FBI jacket shinned from a distance.

      Sharon turned in his direction.

      "Derrick!" She said.

      "Not this bum again," Bob said. Sharon gave him an elbow as Derrick approached them.

      "Hey, Bob," Derrick said, extending his arm to greet him. Bob shook his hand and smiled.

      Derrick reached over and hugged Sharon.

      "Wow, you smell good," Derrick told her.

      Sharon smiled.

      "How's Los Angeles?" Bob asked.

      "Wonderful but busy," Derrick told him.

      "Welcome back," Bob said.

      "Thanks, man," Derrick replied.

      Bob went to put their equipment back in the news van.

      "Hey," Derrick said to Sharon.

      "How are you?" She asked him.

      "Good. How are you?" Derrick asked.

      "I'm good. This escape has everyone talking."

      "I know. That's why I'm here. I have been working with the FBI in Los Angeles. When I heard they were offering a million dollars to catch these guys. I took the first plane out here." Derrick told her with a smile. He was thinking about the prize money.

      "So, you're just here for the money? What about the lives being effect? It sounds too dangerous. They have already killed one man," Sharon reminded him.

      "I know. I heard. To be honest with you. I don't think they are coming back," Derrick told her.

      "What do you mean?" Sharon asked.

      "According to my uncle. Thomas is hiding something. My hunch is about next year's election for the authority. Then it affects the funding on the Island," Derrick told her.

      "What's he hiding?" She asked him.

      Derrick smiled and grabbed her hand to flirt with her. She didn't pull back. Derrick took it as an invitation, but she didn't want to be rude to him with anyone that might be watching.

      "Look at you. Always trying to find a good story," Derrick told her.

      "Isn't that what I do?"

      "Fair enough," Derrick said. Then, he saw his uncle drive past him with Agent Keen. They were parking the car.

      "Looks like my uncle showed up. I'm staying at his place tonight. How about we have dinner, and I can tell you a story." Derrick told her with a charming smile.

      "If you tell me what happens in that prison meeting, you'll have a deal." She told him.

      "A date it is," Derrick said as he extended his hand.

      "It's a date." She replied and shook his hand.
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      "Hollywood!" Harrison cheered when he saw Derrick. He hugged his nephew. They pounded each other's fists.

      "Already getting yourself in trouble," Harrison told him.

      "Nothing wrong with having fun while I'm in town," Derrick said with a grin. He rubbed his hands together like he was ready to eat.

      "My man. Look at you. All grown up." Harrison said as he placed his arm around him.

      "Hey, man. There is someone I want you to meet," Harrison told Derrick. He walked him over to Nioh.

      "Nioh. This is my nephew Derrick I told you about," Harrison said as they met up with Nioh. Together, they proceeded toward the prison.

      "Your uncle says you're working out of the Los Angeles office. How are they treating you out there?" Nioh asked. He opened the prison doors for them. Harrison went in first.

      "Not bad, but I have a million reasons to look elsewhere," Derrick said with a smile. They bypassed registration and the sheriff's checkpoint.

      "That's why I brought you out here. Nioh has excellent tracking skills, and you both have FBI credentials. We can cover more ground. He doesn't know the island as you do. We can beat them to the three million. Nioh can't collect on the bounty because he's on the case. That doesn't mean we can't," Harrison told Derrick.

      "The FBI is OK with us eavesdropping?" Derrick asked Nioh.

      "The way I see it. We're all on the same team if there is extra credit for doing our jobs. Why not find a way to win for the home team?" Nioh told him.

      As they walked by, Derrick saw a few FBI agents searching through Nikki's desk.

      "Aren't the Bigleys your friends? You're going to take advantage of them like that?" Derrick asked Harrison.

      "Money is money. If they're going to be giving it out. I might as well get some while I can. I have bills and dreams like you, Mister Hollywood," Harrison told Derrick.

      "Are they still on the island?" Derrick asked.

      "How well do you know Atlanta?" Nioh asked him.

      "I know my way around the city," Derrick said.

      "We may need your navigational assistance if our lead takes us there. Unfortunately, I can't get the reward money, but I'm sure they can work something out for you for your assistance and hard work. Anything could help your movie get to a jump start." Nioh told him.

      Derrick looked at Harrison with enthusiasm.

      "Let's do it," Derrick said as he shook Nioh's hand.

      Derrick opened the door to the conference room. The three suspects' mug shots were posted on the evidence board—a picture of the man Nikki presumed to have killed was posted on the other side. A photo of Lauren Key was placed in the middle.

      Jekyll Island Authority governor Thomas Bigley sat at the table’s end. He was speaking with Warden Gilles and a senior FBI agent.

      Several FBI agents sat around the large conference table. They each had a stack of briefing notes. Some had large cups of coffee next to them. Others had an electric device in their hand. A half dozen Glynn County Sheriff’s Department senior officers hung out in the back corners. The same scene Derrick had seen in his position in Los Angeles. He had to mentally compare how things were being run on this mission.

      "All right! Listen up to those that haven't met me. I am Agent Faith Woods—senior FBI agent for the southern region fugitive task force. I am based out of Washington. My partner and I, Agent Nioh Keen." Faith pointed at Nioh.

      "We have been assigned to capture all three island fugitives, but most importantly, Mister Faulkner. The three million dollar bounty is nice but doesn't help." Faith took a stern look at Thomas.

      Thomas rolled his eyes and mocked her.

      “Nioh went to the hospital this morning and spoke with Lauren Key. She is the widow of the attorney that represented Mister Faulkner. What did you find out?" Faith asked Nioh.

      The room turned its attention to Nioh.

      "She's a dead end. She was in labor when they were making their escape. I spoke with a few nurses and ran back the video. Justin ran after they took Lauren away. I think she didn’t know anything until this morning. So I'm ruling her out, and I don't think she's in danger." Nioh told the room.

      Faith gave Nioh a stern but reassured look. She always had trust in her partner.

      "We can take her off the board?" Faith asked.

      "Yeah. She's more concerned that we solve her husband's murder in the process," Nioh said.

      "What if she helped them escape, so we have no choice but to look at the other murder?" Thomas asked.

      "Why would you assume that?" Faith asked Thomas.

      "Those two kids have been into conspiracy theories, and they probably think there is a coincidence with his lawyer dying and the DA covered things up," Thomas told the room his speculation.

      "The DA did things by the book. It was your guys that brought me the evidence." Derrick shouted from the other end of the room. He was standing next to Nioh.

      Harrison grabbed Derrick to calm him down.

      Faith looked over at the commotion like everyone in the room had done.

      "Excuse me. Who are you, and why are you interrupting my meeting?" Faith asked.

      "You're in trouble now." Nioh laughed in Derrick's ear.

      "I'm ADA Derrick Washington from Los Angeles. I was the prosecutor in the case. I can tell you there was nothing dirty on my end." Derrick told them.

      "Then why are you here?" Faith asked.

      Thomas chuckled. "Three million." He coughed under his breath.

      Faith looked at Thomas. She wanted to ask him the same question, but Thomas looked back at her. Through his body, he told her he belonged there. The table felt his authority.

      Faith turned back to Derrick. "You were saying, Mister Washington."

      "I asked for his assistance. He works in the Los Angeles office, so he's family and knows the island. So it's a win for the good guys. Since he was involved with the case, I thought he might have some insight into what Mister Faulkner is thinking," Nioh told Faith.

      "Or you are using him for bait," Thomas said with laughter. The men that admired him joined with laughter.

      "Please stop!" Faith told the room. The men listened to her command.

      "OK, but he's your problem if he screws up or gets hurt," Faith told Nioh.

      Nioh saluted her like they were in the military.

      "What's the plan?" Derrick asked.

      "They are on the island somewhere. That's why it's still locked down," Faith told the conference room.

      "What makes you think that?" Derrick asked.

      "The boat they stole was found at the airport. Security saw three bodies break in after they found the boat. They didn't get a good description of the three, but two men, a woman, and a dog. I want to assemble a team and sweep the airport," Faith told the conference room.

      "Why would they go to the airport and not take the boat to another island?" another FBI agent asked.

      "Good question. That should be something we should figure out." Faith told the agent.

      "I bet they thought they could hijack a plane with the gun they have. Don't forget they are armed and dangerous." Thomas told the room.

      "Noted,” Faith said. She was getting irritated with Thomas.

      "Island boy," Faith said as she pointed to Derrick.

      "Why should we trust you?" She asked.

      "Same reason you trust that guy," Derrick said as he pointed to Thomas. Faith looked at Thomas.

      "I don't trust that guy," She said.

      "That's the point. We got to have each other back right now. We all want the bad guy back where he belongs. So let's get him." Derrick said.

      "Yeah!" The room agreed.

      "Why would three people break into the airport and not keep the boat?" Faith asked Derrick.

      "My guess was to change clothes and blend in. Then they could have gotten back on the boat and rode off somewhere." Derrick told them.

      "OK. Nioh. You and the island boy take a team with you to the airport. Check all of their camera footage. Come back here when you clear the airport." Faith told Nioh.

      "How do you know they didn't get on a plane and miraculously fly out?" Derrick asked.

      "Without a ticket. Impossible with how tight security is," Harrison told them.

      "Maybe they wanted to take a plane," Derrick said.

      "All planes were grounded after midnight when they broke in except for one. No way they would have made it on a plane leaving the island in the time they broke in and the time it left. The airport has been on lockdown since. Flights are delayed until you guys make sure they are not there. Security made sure no one left the airport. They have to be there somewhere. I'm going to stay here and investigate how they planned this out so well," Faith told them.

      When they left the conference room, Derrick and Nioh had a team of six FBI agents.

      Harrison pulled Derrick to the side after they left the prison.

      "What was that in there? Thomas is one guy you don't want to mess with," Harrison told Derrick.

      "I didn't like that he was trying to throw me under the bus," Derrick said.

      "The dude is upset that the guy who killed his wife broke out of jail. You worry about catching the guy and collecting the flipping money!" Harrison told Derrick.

      "What's the plan? How am I going to collect?" Derrick asked him.

      Nioh walked over to their conversation.

      "Did you get it?" Harrison asked.

      Nioh gave Derrick a small handgun.

      "What's this for?" Derrick asked.

      "The sheriff's office said they killed a man. I know prisoners on the run. They don't want to go back easily. The bounty hunters will take his head off. My job is to keep him alive, and now I must protect you. So, protect yourself." Nioh told Derrick.

      "I heard that," Derrick said.

      "Shoot and ask questions later. We don't want him getting a bigger fan base. The longer he gets news exposure. The harder it will get to stop him," Harrison told Derrick.

      Derrick looked at his uncle with intense confusion.

      "Naw, man. He's joking. We don't want you getting hurt on my watch." Nioh told him with a joking smile.

      Harrison punched Derrick in the shoulder.

      "You're not ready for the big boys," Harrison told him.

      "How are you certain we would find them?" Derrick asked as Nioh and Harrison walked off to mock his seriousness.

      "I'm told all we have to do is ask for a security guard named Roman," Nioh said as he walked to the car.
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      Angry employees awaited Derrick and the FBI when they arrived. Terminal G and the surrounding areas had been locked down since the last plane left a little after midnight. The FBI wanted a chance to speak to anyone in that area. They had to be cleared by the FBI before they were allowed to leave. Security was tightened. They guarded every exit and checked every identification that left the premises.

      "How much longer? We have been here all day?" An employee asked when he saw Derrick in his FBI jacket.

      "Shouldn't be too much longer. Hang tight." Derrick told him as he followed Nioh through the terminal.

      "I have to go get my kids." Another employee, with her phone out, yelled from the crowd. A few more moans and groans were heard among the employees that waited.

      "They better be paying us for this." Another employee yelled out.

      "Look at Karen. Always want to cause a scene." Derrick heard another employee faintly say.

      Airport security led the way to the security office in the control towers. Derrick trailed behind the other FBI jackets as they backtracked David's steps when he entered the airport. Nioh wanted to speak to Roman and view the camera footage as Faith instructed.

      Derrick watched everyone before him step on the dog fur that maintenance was cleaning. He was the only one who saw it. Winter's fur stuck to Derrick's slacks. He also noticed it on the bottom of Nioh's shoes as he followed them through terminal G. Derrick kept his eyes on the fur until he couldn't see it any longer.

      Derrick looked out the same window Noel looked out of when he tried to get a view of Winter. Derrick looked at the door; Roman brought Winter through after they caught her. He felt awkward about hunting David as they went through the exit doors. His spirit felt something was off, but he couldn't sense it. Something was blocking his intellectual thought. His heart didn't feel right as he touched the gun on his waistband.

      Derrick saw the black bag David opened to take the clothes out. They had evidence markers around the bag. As he continued his tour, he saw the eagle pendant a few yards away. He made sure no one was watching him. He bent down and grabbed it. He quickly slid it into his pocket.

      Derrick walked with the FBI through the same hallway David ran from. He passed the broken vending machine. Derrick noticed the damage. He touched it and got static electricity jolting through his body.

      "Whoa!" Derrick said as he jolted.

      Nioh turned and looked at him.

      "You good?" Nioh asked.

      "I'm good. I'm good." Derrick said with his hands up. He kept his eyes on the broken vending machine. The security guard led them up the stairs to the control towers. Derrick followed but kept his eyes on the vending machine until it was no longer visible.

      A TSA supervisor and Roman were waiting in the control towers. They shook Derrick and Nioh's hands. Derrick noticed his Eagles hat. He touched the eagle pendant in his pocket.

      "You are the one that got the dog?" Nioh asked.

      "Yeah. She came right up to me. She just sat down, and I put the collar on her." Roman told them.

      "Then what happened?" Derrick asked.

      "I took the dog inside terminal G. It went up to a man in a zoo outfit," Roman said.

      "What about the zoo outfit?" Nioh asked.

      "It was just a sweater and sweatpants. Nothing out of the ordinary. A whole group of travelers were wearing the seventh-anniversary zoo gear." Roman said.

      "Did he look like this man?" Nioh held up a tablet with Mister Faulkner's mug shot.

      Roman stared at the picture. He shook his head.

      "No, I don't think so," Roman said.

      "What about the girl? Was she pretty?" Derrick asked. Derrick tried to joke with Roman. Get a sense of comfort level with Roman.

      "Yes. She was attractive." Roman tried to be professional but level with Derrick.

      "Was she this pretty?" Nioh asked as he showed Roman a picture of Nikki.

      Roman stared at the picture of Nikki. He shook his head again.

      "No. The one I saw was much prettier. I'm sorry, fellas. I was telling the guy to keep the dog on the leash.”

      "Where did the man and the dog go?" Derrick questioned Roman.

      "I'm not sure. I was told to make rounds. I was looking for three wet people, not three dry ones with identical clothes." Roman said.

      "That's understandable when you have no real criminal training," Derrick mocked Roman.

      "Roman is one of our best security guards. Anyone could have made that same mistake." The supervisor told them.

      "Where did they go after that? Let us view the footage." Nioh asked.

      The supervisor looked at his crew. He gave a cold stare at the agents.

      "The cameras have been down all night. They are still working on them." The supervisor told Nioh.

      "You got to be kidding me! What kind of circus operation are you guys running here?" Derrick shouted.

      "The lightning storm that delayed flight 777 took out our communications for some time. Our radio signal was spotty, and our camera and door alarms went out. That's why we didn't know they broke in. I was here all night trying to get it working." The supervisor told them.

      "What are the possibilities of them hi-jacking a plane?" Derrick asked.

      "None. Only three planes left the airport in that time frame. Two were on the private runway; the other was a missionary plane delayed five hours due to the lightning storm. Once the sky cleared up. The control tower cleared them for take-off. That was before we went on lockdown. We are a small airport that doesn't have the resources like the others," The supervisor told Derrick.

      "They must be here somewhere. We have to flush them out. They won't be able to hide if we spread out." Derrick told Nioh.

      "Once we locked it down. No one left with their description. If they didn't leave before the lockdown. They are still here." The supervisor told them.

      "All right, this is the plan. My guys will sweep this airport clean from top to bottom. You and Roman are with Derrick and I. As they leave, we will clear the employees in terminal G so they can be on their way." Nioh said.

      "That could talk almost all day." The supervisor told them.

      "How hard could it be to find a guy with a dog?" Derrick asked.
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      "How hard could it be to find a guy with a dog?"

      "That's what I said," Derrick told Sharon after finishing his third Long Island iced tea.

      The search at the airport ended up a dreadful dead-end for the FBI. Nioh had to brief Faith in the presence of Harrison and Thomas. Derrick decided to enjoy his vacation. He picked Sharon up after Nioh dropped him back off at the prison.

      They enjoyed the drive listening to classic tunes from their childhood, setting the mood for happy hour at the bar and grill. Derrick was hoping to spark a light for the night. He needed the lies behind the confidence juice to build his courage. The two-for-one cocktail special fed their flesh for their heart desires.

      Sharon was waiting for him to spill some classified information. But instead, Derrick wanted her to fall for the poison he was preparing for her.

      "So, what happened after you guys left the control towers?" Sharon asked Derrick. She took another sip from her cocktail.

      "We went back to terminal G. No one who worked there remembered seeing any of them. They didn't even remember seeing the dog running around the plane. It's almost like they vanished." Derrick said.

      "They could have been too busy to notice three people," Sharon told him.

      "They blended in. Smart move for them to move around the island." Derrick said. He grabbed a piece of his chicken wing from his appetizer.

      "They must have a good plan. I know Justin. We're in the same business. We know some of the same people. Someone had to help him." Sharon said as she dug through her nachos. She was trying to think about who she could ask in her network.

      "If someone is helping them. They wouldn't talk to you. Harrison and I are going to Atlanta. I'm going to use my FBI credentials and do some digging." Derrick told her.

      "What do you mean?" Sharon asked.

      "Mister Faulkner's wife died. She will be laid to rest soon in Atlanta. Harrison thinks they may go there so he can see her one last time before she gets put in the ground. If we follow the wife, that's how we catch him. We don't care about the other two besides the money." Derrick said.

      "That sounds cruel but smart. What does Agent Keen think about it?" Sharon asked.

      "It was his idea. They don't have any other leads. The lawyer's wife is still in the hospital. She's already been ruled out," Derrick said as he grabbed some fries.

      "Go back to the airport. Not one lead at all?" Sharon asked.

      Derrick shook his head behind his French fries.

      "The strangest thing. The employees were mad at us for holding them, and no one wanted to cooperate. It was a waste of time because we showed up almost twelve hours after they were seen. We held the employees for almost five hours after their shift ended. Some had to get kids. Thomas Bigley will be in some water if they don't find Mister Faulkner in the next twenty-four hours. He is already trying to complicate things," Derrick told her.

      "Why is that?" She asked.

      The waiter brought another round of liquid courage.

      "Can we have two shots of tequila?" Derrick asked the waiter.

      "Sure." He said.

      Derrick dipped a chicken wing in some sauce.

      "Why do you think he's offering so much money to get these losers? There are a lot of questions that need to be answered. Your boy, Justin, is a conspiracy theorist, and his sister, I was told, is obsessed with the justice system. What garbage did he feed her to make her believe he was innocent? Maybe they fell in love and had a prison romance. Thomas must have his own laundry; he doesn't want to be leaked out." Derrick said.

      "You think Mister Faulkner brainwashed her?" Sharon asked.

      "It has happened before. I don't want them looking at me. That's why I'm here. I could care less if he lives or dies." Derrick said.

      Their tequila shots arrived.

      "Thank you," Sharon told the waiter.

      "No problem." He said.

      "What do you mean why you're here? You didn't come to see me?" She asked behind a joking smile.

      "Of course, I came to see you," Derrick said as he grabbed her hand.

      Derrick drank from his shot glass.

      "Whoa!" Derrick said as it burned his throat.

      "Nope. I'm good." Sharon said as she handed him her shot glass.

      "You sure." He said as he took the glass from her.

      "Yeah, I'm good. I'm on my fourth Long Island. You have to catch up." She told him.

      "Bring it on. But I have two shots. You wimp." Derrick said as he drank the other shot glass. He smiled as he held up the empty glass bottle. He held up two fingers to the waiter. The waiter acknowledged his order.

      "To answer your question. Nikki is known for helping inmates walk through the appeal process. You know that. She did it for years with her father. From what I heard," Derrick said.

      "I'm not sure, but what does her father have to do with Mister Faulkner?" Sharon asked.

      "Detective Wise," Derrick said behind another round of liquid courage.

      Sharon smiled. She was getting him to open.

      "That guy can be backward sometimes. I think he has a few screws missing. But, he did well for himself. A drunk detective to the crime show host." Sharon chuckled a little.

      Derrick took another sip of his confidence juice.

      "That man lost the case the minute Curtis died. Tyler was unprepared from the start. I ate him up in the courtroom. Tyler didn't have time to prepare because they were sloppy. All of Curtis' notes were gone. Judge Kirkland didn't let them extend," Derrick told her.

      "You sound sorry for the man," Sharon told him.

      "I have never seen a guilty man beg like he did in the courtroom. I saw their outburst of hate, but he was different. For a second, I thought he was innocent." Derrick said behind his confidence juice.

      "Do you think he killed Mrs. Bigley?" Susan asked.

      Derrick grabbed another wing.

      "It's not what I think. I get paid to prosecute. That is my job. Based on the evidence, I felt he was guilty and gave the courtroom a gimmick. The FBI took notice, but it wasn't the job they told me it was. I was promised action but got stuck behind a desk looking at a computer all day." Derrick told her.

      "If you knew he was innocent before you took the case. Would you still do it?" Sharon asked.

      Derrick took another sip of Long Island iced tea. He smiled behind the glass when the liquid courage gave him the correct answer.

      "If he was innocent. He wouldn't be in handcuffs." Derrick said.

      Sharon gave him a disappointed look.

      "So, the police can't make a mistake. It has happened. You should know. You're the lawyer." Sharon told him.

      "Here me out," Derrick told her. He finished his fourth glass.

      "We're tied. You want another one?" He asked her.

      "No, I'm good."

      "To answer your question. If I knew a man was innocent, I wouldn't have prosecuted him, but Mister Faulkner was caught red-handed. Pun intended. There is no reason anyone can think of why his DNA was in that house. Not even the man himself. His story was bogus," Derrick told her.

      "True. Your right on that one. I was there when Detective Wise started this case. Too bad the movie idea you had didn't take off." Sharon told him.

      "If I catch this dude and get at least one million or just half. I could get the ball rolling." Derrick told her.

      "Is this about money or your reputation?" Sharon asked him.

      "It's about both. We live in a society where it takes money to make money. Guys with bad reputations have money, but no one cares about their deeds because money overpowers the lies we cover up about ourselves. We get body lifts and injections everywhere to cover up our imperfections. You can't do that unless you have what? Money. Money makes the world go round. You know that." Derrick said.

      Sharon gave him a confused stare.

      "So you are here for the bounty and to get some fame?" Sharon asked him.

      "I think Mister Faulkner is coming after me. So, I'm going to go after him and the money. So yes. It's about the money. I made some connections in Los Angeles who are interested in the movie pitch, but I need the funding to back it up. So, this escape is my perfect shot. My uncle and I could cash in on the money. Harrison is lucky he's still the district attorney and can get this close. We're going to collect our payment. I'm trying to see if you want in. Make sure you and Bob get the footage of us taking them down. That would boost you to primetime," Derrick said as the liquid courage overtook his soul.

      "That sounds like greed. You are no different than Thomas. Would you rather be a bad guy with a lot of money or an honest one without money?" Sharon asked him.

      "I would rather have money, power, respect. Be my own boss. You can't get ahead in this world unless you have money. The old get rich or die trying mentality," Derrick said.

      "That's right. It's a mentality. People who think money is the answer to all problems are the beliefs of a non-believer. I'm surprised you think like that. The way your parents had to work hard for what they have," Sharon told him.

      "That's why they are still fighting to be equal. All that hard work they did, and they're still not respected. No one respects a hard worker, but they respect a guy with money. The poor want to be like the rich, and the rich don't want the poor to have the same privileges. If you want to play with the big boys. You have to get your respect to be treated equally," Derrick said behind another drink of confidence juice.

      "That's the mindset of a greedy man. Money doesn't result in happiness because what you have today could be gone tomorrow." Sharon told him.

      "There's nothing greedy about having ambitions. A poor man can't afford problems, but a rich man makes his problems disappear. The poor always have issues trying to be equal to the rich. If Mister Faulkner had money, he could have had a better defense to make his problems disappear. Mister Bigley has enough money to make his Mister Faulkner problems go away. It got me here trying to get that check." Derrick told her.

      "That's right! Thomas is supposed to be on Behind the Badge. What time is it?" Sharon asked.

      "Nine O'clock. Perfect timing", Derrick said.

      "Let's go to the bar. Let's see if they can put it on." Sharon said as she got up and grabbed her purse.

      Derrick took his fry basket, and Sharon took her nachos. They held hands while walking to the bar with their food. Derrick dropped her hand and placed his arm around her.

      "I always have a good time hanging out with you." He told her.

      Sharon placed her arm around his waist. She smiled at his comments.

      "You're the one that moved away." She said.

      Derrick laughed.

      "Ouch. Fair enough." He said as they reached the bar.

      "Do you mind turning to Behind the Badge?" Derrick asked the bartender.

      The bartender turned on the television as they sat down with their food.

      "Can I get you guys anything to drink?" The bartender asked.

      Derrick looked at Sharon.

      "What would you like?" He asked.

      "How about an apple martini?" Sharon told the bartender.

      "Oh. Make that two." Derrick said, thrilled at the idea.

      "What do you think he's going to say?" Sharon asked Derrick.

      "I don't know, but my uncle said it's going to be big," Derrick said.

      "Bigger than the prison escape?" Sharon asked.

      The bartender gave them their drinks.

      "Thank you," Derrick said as he gave the bartender some cash.

      "Who knows, but it should be interesting," Derrick said.

      The Behind the Badge theme song played as the show aired.

      Derrick and Sharon looked at each other with anticipation. The bartender looked at them. Then he turned his attention to the television as the theme song ended.

      Derrick took a sip from his martini.

      "Showtime." He said softly after seeing the host, Detective Wise, start the show.
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      The camera panned close on the old Detective Jeffery Wise. He had the eyes of America watching his evening special for the number one talk show. He went back to his signature detective suit. He wanted back in the action.

      “Good Evening, America. I’m Detective Jeffery Wise. We start with breaking news tonight. It was reported earlier the intense manhunt for a killer that I know too well. Two families are hurting this evening as a killer escapes and kills again.” Detective Wise started the opening monologue for the show.

      Derrick and Sharon made eye contact. They both knew more about the story that America didn’t know.

      “The sleepwalking killer. A man I worked hard to put away. Has escaped from a maximum-security prison on Jekyll Island. The FBI has said Mister Faulkner and his accomplice, Nikki Wright, have killed an innocent man fishing. She is now wanted for felony murder; other charges are still pending. Their location is unknown, but authorities believe they are still on the Island and will have them in custody soon.” Jefferey told America.

      “You think he’s telling the truth?” Sharon asked Derrick.

      “Nope. I think he’s trying to keep people calm. He said the FBI. This means they are still in the prison doing interviews and tracking the hotline number they are about to display.” Derrick told Sharon.

      “The FBI is asking anyone that may know of Mister Faulkner, Nikki Wright, or Justin Farlow. Call the hotline number on the screen below to speak to one of the agents handling the case. Any tip that leads to an arrest may receive a portion of the three million dollars the FBI, and the Jekyll Island Authority have set up to help capture these three fugitives. In addition, Justin Farlow is wanted on assault charges and is wanted in the questioning of the new drug called serpent juice that has been killing rich Americans, tourists, and celebrities.” Detective Wise told America.

      “That’s weird. I never knew Justin had a drug problem.” Sharon told Derrick.

      “This whole island is weird,” Derrick said. The bartender looked at him and smiled. He agreed with Derrick.

      “Today’s guest is the husband of Susan Bigley, and the Governor of the Jekyll Island Authority who oversees the prison Mister Faulkner escaped from. Mister Thomas Bigley.”

      Thomas appeared on the television from the prison conference room. Faith was behind him with Harrison and Nioh.

      “That’s Faith,” Derrick told Sharon when Thomas came on the screen.

      “Thomas. Thank you for taking the time to speak with America this evening. I have been a resident of Glynn County for years, and I know the terror the citizens are going through knowing that a man like this is on the run, for you and your two kids to know that their mother’s killer is out on the loose. It must be a heart-wrenching feeling. Knowing this monster is loose on the Island, what is going through your mind now?” Detective Wise asked Thomas.

      “Hey, Jeff. Thanks for having me. It’s not easy. My kids had to leave the Island right away for their safety. This is something that you don’t want to have to keep on living. It will be hard to rest tonight knowing these dangerous criminals are somewhere on the Island or in America.” Thomas said.

      “Because of that. The Jekyll Island Authority and the FBI have set up a reward to help in the capture of the three suspects. Tell us about that and why?” Detective Wise asked.

      “There is a million-dollar reward for capturing each of the suspects the FBI are adding to their top 10 most wanted. So I want America to be vigilant and be on the lookout for each other while these dangerous people are out there,” Thomas said.

      “Let me add that they are dangerous and have already killed someone.” Faith interrupted the interview.

      “Who is that?” Alisha said in the production room.

      No one in the production room had an answer for her.

      “I like her edge. Wise. Find out who she is. Miss FBI woman.” Alisha instructed.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. Let America know who you are.” Detective Wise told Faith.

      Thomas didn’t move to give Faith any camera room. He was frustrated that she took some of his spotlight. Faith leaned over his broad shoulder so the camera could see her face.

      “I’m lead FBI agent Faith Woods—senior FBI agent of the Fugitive Task Force. I have been sent from Washington to help track and capture Mister Faulkner,” Faith told America.

      “Welcome to Behind the Badge. It’s a pleasure. Faith, how close are you to succeeding in your mission?”

      Faith turned to the monitor so Thomas wouldn’t be in the way when she answered the question.

      “I like her,” Sharon said.

      “Yeah, Faith, don’t play,” Derrick told her as he watched the program.

      “We still have a few more interviews, and I am confident we are in the right direction,” Faith said.

      “Are you guys focused on Mister Faulkner or all suspects?” Detective Wise asked.

      “Initially, we were only sent here to capture Mister Faulkner and Ms. Wright. Also, to arrest anyone involved with their escape. However, our latest reports have seen Mister Farlow associated with the other two. So, our focus is to capture all three,” Faith said.

      Thomas smiled in view of the camera.

      “Ask her if there are any others?” Alisha instructed Detective Wise in his ear.

      “Do you know if any other people assisted with this escape?”

      “Those are some of the leads we are working on. I have a unique way of finding the truth. If there are stones that need to be turned over. I will do it.” Faith said.

      Detective Wise had a confused look on his face.

      “What do you think she means by that?” Sharon asked Derrick.

      Derrick sipped his martini.

      “I don’t know, but it doesn’t sound good. I think she means business.” The intoxicated Derrick said as he stumbled over his words.

      “Ask her what she means, you idiot,” Alisha yelled at Detective Wise.

      “Why did they pick this guy?” Alisha asked herself.

      “What do you mean? Are you saying it was more than an inside job?” Detective Wise asked Faith.

      “I’m saying. I have a hard time believing a little woman like Nikki Wright, with no criminal background and working for the justice system, wakes up and becomes this stone-cold killer and mastermind.” Faith said.

      “That’s what I’m saying,” Sharon said to herself.

      “I believe it,” Derrick said. The bartender agreed silently.

      “Mister Faulkner went to one of those motivational speaking services before he went missing. Other inmates said he felt like a new man. I’m sure it brainwashed him and made him think he wasn’t the killer, and the real killer is still out there, and that’s why he escaped. It messed up his mind, and he gave him the wrong influence,” Thomas said.

      “Is that why you gave three million dollars because he’s coming after you, Mister Bigley?” Faith asked.

      “Yes! I like her. This is classic.” Alisha said in the production room. She was giving her staff high fives.

      “Can we get her to host the show?” A staff member asked.

      “Did she just accuse him on national television?” Sharon asked Derrick.

      Derrick didn’t know what to say. He was too intoxicated to understand what happened.

      “I beg your darn pardon. I gave up my money to keep my kids safe. America’s kids safe! I’m helping you do your darn job!” Thomas raised his voice at Faith.

      Faith moved closer to Thomas, but Nioh ran between them.

      “That’s agent Keen,” Derrick told Sharon when he appeared on the screen.

      “Faith! Faith! Let’s go. This is his interview.” Nioh softly spoke in her ear. Parts of it were heard over the television speakers. Thomas gave her an arrogant smile of victory as Faith slowly moved away with Nioh.

      “Faith, don’t play,” Sharon told Derrick.

      “I told you,” he replied.

      The Behind the Badge camera panned on Detective Wise.

      He looked at the camera with a puzzled look. A few more silent seconds passed, and he had a confused expression.

      “Wise, are you there?” Alisha said in his ear.

      Thomas and America were waiting for Detective Wise to ask his next question, but he had trouble speaking. Finally, he mumbled a few words.

      “What did he say?” Sharon asked Derrick.

      “I don’t know,” Derrick said as he shrugged.

      “Is he drunk again?” Alisha asked her staff in the production room.

      “Wise. Buddy. Are you OK?” America heard Thomas ask through their speakers.

      Detective Wise couldn’t see the words on the teleprompter. He favored his right side and slurred his words. He became altered.

      “He’s drunk,” Alisha growled in the production booth.

      “He doesn’t look good,” Sharon told Derrick.

      America watched as Detective Wise tried to stand up but lost his balance. He fell onto the table in front of him. The production staff panicked when they saw him fall. Barely clingy on the table. He tried to walk but stumbled to get his balance.

      The right side of his face drooped.

      “I think he’s having a stroke,” Sharon said.

      “Oh my Gosh. He’s having a stroke. Go to a commercial.” Alisha told the production staff.

      Detective Wise fell to the floor with a loud thump from the television speakers, just as Behind the Badge went to a commercial break.
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      "Dang, Jeff looks like he's in bad shape. You think he had a stroke?" Derrick asked.

      "I don't know. Whatever it is. I hope he's all right," Sharon said.

      "I don't know. It looks bad." Derrick said.

      "I bet that's karma." The bartender told them.

      They waited for Behind the Badge to return, but it didn't. Instead, the network aired part of the Faulkner trial. It showed the reaction to the guilty plea that tormented Derrick's spirit. The moment he knew, he may have sent the wrong man to prison.

      "Hey, that's you. I didn't know you were famous. Let me make you one on the house." The bartender told him when he saw Derrick in the courtroom on television. Sharon jabbed him on the shoulder for a boost of courage.

      "I'll take another martini, but make it a double," Derrick said with an arrogant smile.

      "You got it." The bartender said happily to serve someone on television.

      "Do me a favor. Turn that off. I don't want to see that man. He gives me nightmares." Derrick said.

      Sharon held his hand while they sat at the bar. The bartender turned off the television.

      "You are going to have nightmares now he's out? Maybe a nightmare you won’t escape. Does your uncle still have your nightlights?" Sharon asked with a smile.

      "You think you have jokes. So you're going to keep me company?" Derrick asked back with a smile of his own.

      "You wish," Sharon said with a little flirty attitude.

      "If Mister Faulkner or anyone, one of them, come see me. I have a night light right here." Derrick said as he pointed to his gun holster.

      "That guy is not worried about anyone on this island. He is probably halfway to Mexico by now. He wants to get as far away from America as possible and be free.” The bartender said.

      "I always feared some guy I had put away coming back to haunt me. I need to get him before he gets me. I have seen it happen in Los Angeles," Derrick told them.

      "That sounds dangerous, man, but you're the man in the FBI jacket." The bartender told him as he pointed to the jacket.

      "I'm not an agent. I'm only a lawyer in the Los Angeles FBI office, giving legal advice on investigations, lawsuits, and criminal cases. It was more money and safer. My mom had a friend give me a good recommendation after winning the case. I don't even get a gun." Derrick told them in between sips of his martini.

      "You have one now." The bartender said.

      "You shouldn't let this one case keep you up at night," Sharon told him.

      "It is a lot of money. Bounty Hunters from all over are probably already on their way here. It's going to be a battlefield on the island. I heard Hog the bounty hunter was here." The bartender said.

      "That is what the FBI doesn't want. That's why these next twelve hours matter. They are knocking on doors to flush him out throughout the night." Derrick told them.

      "That's why Faith and Agent Keen need to move fast, but you guys have another plan," Sharon said.

      Derrick gave Sharon a shocked look.

      "Hey, man. Your secrets are safe with me, bro. I didn't hear anything." The bartender told him.

      "I'm sorry," Sharon said after Derrick gave her an uncomfortable look. The liquid courage put the rage in his spirit.

      "It's all right. It's not much of a secret when it's fair game and public knowledge," Derrick told Sharon.

      He looked at the bartender.

      "Yousef, by the way," he said as he served him another martini.

      "Derrick."

      "On the house," Yousef said as he gave him another drink.

      "What happened to your neck?" Sharon asked. She noticed the unique serpent marks on Yousef's neck.

      "Spider bite," Yousef said with an arrogant smile.

      "How's the martini?" Yousef asked Derrick.

      "Delicious, thank you," Derrick said.

      "I think we should go," Sharon told Derrick.

      "Hold on before you go," Yousef said as he placed three shot glasses on the bar.

      He took out a bottle of liquid courage and confidence juice and made a dirty martini with serpent juice. The most potent poison Derrick had in his life. Yousef gave one to Derrick.

      "Whoa. Thanks, man." Derrick said with gratitude.

      Yousef tried to hand one to Sharon.

      "No thanks. I'm good." She told him.

      "I'll take it. No shame in my game for a free drink," Derrick said.

      "To Derrick. A man with big shoes and big dreams," Yousef said as he and Derrick toasted.

      "Million-dollar dreams," Derrick said before taking the poison's first sip.
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      Derrick enjoyed the poison Yousef gave him.

      "What will you do with the money if you catch this guy?" Yousef asked him.

      "I met some guys in Hollywood who liked a movie idea I pitched. It's going to be at least two million to start it." Derrick told Yousef. He turned and saw Sharon staring at him. He almost forgot she was still sitting there. Derrick's mind was lost in the poisonous deception the serpent worshipper fed him.

      "You know she's a reporter," Derrick told Yousef.

      "Really? Are you going to be there when he gets his guy?" Yousef asked her. He was feeding into her spirit. The serpent knew how to manipulate her flesh.

      "That's what I tried to tell her," Derrick told Yousef.

      "You never told me if you wanted to be there and get the footage with Bob," Derrick told Sharon.

      "Don't tell me you will do this with just you two?" Yousef asked.

      "No. My uncle is ex-military. He is trying to work with this agent and get some knowledge. We have a lead in Atlanta. She's still on the fence," Derrick told him.

      "You must worry about yourself if you want to get ahead. But, unfortunately, I learned that the hard way," Yousef told Sharon.

      "I'm ex-special forces. This is the only job I can get to eat. No one cares about you when you leave the service," Yousef told them. Derrick looked at Sharon. He was looking for a question and an answer.

      "I'm unsure if I want to get involved in a dangerous manhunt. This man's life has been upside down. I'm unsure if I want to be there to see him fall again." Sharon said.

      "This is literally a million-dollar shot," Derrick told her.

      "For real," Yousef said.

      Derrick looked at Yousef and gave him a fist pump.

      "Why are you trying to help me?" Sharon asked him.

      "Opportunities like this don't come to us this easily," Derrick said.

      "Says a man with the million-dollar plan," Yousef said as he gave Derrick another drink.

      Sharon noticed the free poison Yousef was providing him.

      "Are you sure you shouldn't stop?" Sharon told Derrick.

      Derrick looked at Yousef like a kid who couldn't have a piece of cake.

      Derrick's phone rang. Harrison was calling him on the other line.

      "She's right, man," Derrick said as he ignored Harrison's call.

      "We should go!" Sharon told him. She grabbed her purse and phone. Derrick acknowledged her. Breaking news buzzed Sharon's phone.

      "Authorities say former Detective Jeffery Wise had a stroke and is in serious condition after doctors found a massive brain hemorrhage. The Behind the Badge star rose to fame after catching the sleepwalking killer last year. He is also known as the only detective with a one hundred percent conviction rate in one hundred cases. Other cases he solved were Matthew Wright and Dai Hynes. Both were executed at James Oglethorpe State Prison. The day he retired is called Detective Wise Day in his hometown of Brunswick." Sharon told Derrick and Yousef.

      "Dang. They make it sound like he's already dead," Yousef said.

      "He probably already is," Derrick said.

      "That's not nice." Sharon scolded him.

      "I'm just saying I agree with you. That's sad. I don't think he's going to make it." Derrick told her as sympathetically as he could.

      "Yeah, that's sad," Sharon said remorsefully. She closed her eyes.

      "Look, man. We could use an extra hand in catching these guys. Give me a call." Derrick told Yousef as he gave him a card. Yousef looked at the card with appreciation.

      "Thanks, man. I appreciate it." He told Derrick. He invited Derrick to lean in a little closer to the bar table.

      "You have any openings in the FBI?" He asked him. Derrick looked at him. Yousef smiled and extended his hand.

      "I'm just messing with you, bro," Yousef said as they shook hands. Derrick smiled at Yousef's humor and turned his attention to Sharon. He placed his arm around her as they walked through the busy bar and grill.

      "Looks like you made a friend." She told him.

      "Not really. I was feeding into his greedy dream because he gave me free drinks. I don't plan to help his free-loading self. That will be less for me. It's not enough pie for everyone," Derrick said.

      "That's not nice. You shouldn't treat people like that. You know, you're very different when you drink that poison." She told him. She removed his arm from her shoulder.

      "What's wrong with you?" He said as he grabbed her waist. She removed his hand again. She walked ahead of him. He ran in front of her and stopped.

      "What's wrong? What did I do?" Derrick asked her. He placed his hands on her shoulders. They looked into each other's eyes.

      "Too many people in my industry promise changes or opportunities but never deliver. Even if it is a manhunt for a fugitive that everyone is entitled to. You must be honest with people, be true to your words, and not deceive people. To see a difference in someone else starts with the person that wants the change." Sharon told him.

      "You're right. I'll invite him if he calls in the morning and see if he wants to ride with Harrison and I to Atlanta. Harrison will want to check in on Detective Wise when we get there." Derrick said.

      "It would be nice of the two of you to stop by and see him," Sharon told him.

      "Are we good?" Derrick asked with his arms out for a hug. Sharon hugged him.

      "I guess, but you have some making up to do." She told him as they started their walk to his car.

      "How confident are you he's in Atlanta?" Sharon asked.

      "He has no other ties. No other place to go." Derrick told her.

      "Have you guys looked into Nikki and Justin's side?" She asked. Derrick looked at her and stood quiet.

      "You guys haven't because your main focus has been on Mister Faulkner," Sharon said. Derrick grabbed her hand as they reached his car outside the bar and grill. Derrick checked his watch.

      "What time is it?" Sharon asked.

      “10 pm,” Derrick said as Sharon's phone vibrated. She reached into her purse.

      "Don't tell me Wise is dead," Derrick said.

      "No. It's work. The FBI will do a briefing at the prison at 8 a.m. I must follow this case until it's over or no longer hot." Sharon told him.

      "How about you head out with me to Atlanta after the briefing and watch me work? Make a side story of me tracking this guy. Then, when we catch him, I can be your story." Derrick told her.

      "So, you’re Hollywood now?" She asked him.

      "My brother is not the only talent in the family." He told her.

      "I'm not going anywhere with you if you bring that creepy guy from the bar," Sharon said.

      "You said I had to take him," Derrick told her.

      "No. I said don't give people false hopes and make promises you can't keep." Sharon said.

      Derrick unlocked the car for Sharon. He watched her stroll to his door. He smiled at her cleverness.

      "You know. You are confusing sometimes." He told her as she got in the car.

      "Sometimes love can be mysterious," Sharon told him as he got in.

      "So, you love me now?" Derrick asked her. Sharon smiled and looked out her window.

      "Don't get ahead of yourself. You still have a lot of work to do." She told him behind her perfect smile he loved.

      Derrick smiled at her response. He started the car to drive her home."How confident do you know they went to Atlanta?" Sharon asked him.

      "Sometimes a man will follow his heart," Derrick said about the heart Gabriel made for David.

      "You think his heart is in Atlanta? You think he will risk being captured by showing up at a funeral?" She asked.

      "I think he probably escaped to see her laid to rest. But, on the other hand, maybe the plan went sideways, and someone lost their life." Derrick said as he stopped the car at a red light.

      "I don't think Nikki is a stone-cold killer like Faith said. I don't see it in her." Sharon told him. She saw a state trooper pulling someone over ahead of them.

      The light turned green, and Derrick drove again. He made eye contact with the state trooper as he passed the traffic stop. He watched in his rearview as the trooper faded away.

      "Working in Los Angeles, I have learned a lot. People will do whatever it takes to fight for what they believe is right. Nikki probably fell for a sad story of his wife dying and helped him see her one last time. Why would she throw away her career for a loser like Mister Faulkner? I have no idea." Derrick told Sharon.

      "What if there is something we don't know? There must be another side to the story," Sharon said.

      "Seriously," Derrick said as he looked at her.

      "What is a good reason to break someone out of jail? Lose your career. Don't tell me over love?" He asked her with a thorny smile. Sharon thought about it for a while as Derrick drove through another intersection.

      "You know. You might be right. Nikki messed up her life, but for what? That's the story I want. I want to know why a girl who lost her father to the prison system decided to help a man who committed the same crime and ended up in the same prison with her years later." Sharon said.

      "Not only that. Detective Wise caught both.” Derrick chimed in.

      "And he just had a stroke," Sharon added.

      "She probably thought it was a sign from God or something. She and her brother got caught up trying to catch Detective Wise, and they went rogue." Derrick said.

      Sharon thought about Derrick's theory.

      "Okay. I'll go." Sharon said.

      "To Atlanta?" Derrick asked.

      "Yeah. You convinced me this is a good story. I want to dig deep. I want to know why Nikki threw away her life for Mister Faulkner. That is the story I want to follow." Sharon told him.

      "But you're also going to make sure you put me in a story. Right? I'm the story when I catch Mister Faulkner and bring him in." Derrick said, a little persuasive.

      "Why wouldn't I? Like you said, it's a million-dollar shot,” Sharon said as she held her ringless hand and danced her fingers in his ear.

      "You better stop playing, girl," Derrick said as he turned and kissed her hand.

      "I'm just saying. You going to catch Faulkner and leave me again for Hollywood?" Sharon asked him.

      "I'm pretty. Not stupid." She said.

      Derrick was caught off guard. He wasn't ready for commitments. He didn't know if Sharon was the one. Derrick looked at her and smiled. The confidence juice was still inside his spirit and altering his mind. His heart was only filled with what the flesh wanted. His impure thoughts told him he had to lie to get the impurity he wanted.

      "If we catch this guy and Thomas cuts that check. You should come to Los Angeles with me and start over." Derrick told her as he grabbed her hand.

      "I don't know. I will have to think about it." She told him.

      Derrick moved his hand to her ear and then played with her hair. He looked at her when she grabbed his hand and held it on her thigh.

      "You better pay attention to the road and not hit a deer. It's too dark out here." Sharon told him.

      "It's hard to be focused on the road when I have something beautiful to look at," he said.

      Sharon rolled her eyes as he descended the two-lane road into her city.

      "I have to be at the briefing tomorrow, but I will be free after that," Sharon told him.

      "I will be at the briefing with Harrison. We can have lunch and leave after that." He told her.

      "He doesn't like me. He always gives me dirty looks," Sharon said.

      "He's just doing what my mother told him to do."

      "Which is what?"

      "Look out after me," Derrick told her. He smiled and looked at her.

      Sharon turned to him and smiled.

      "Am I that bad?" She asked.

      Derrick smiled back at her and was captivated by her beauty. The boring city drive became a calming residential street. His mind racing with impurities blocked the logistics of the declining speed limit. Third gear never shifted into first, and the wind increased going downhill. The straightway rapidly turned into a curve, but the car in front didn't have time to swerve. Sharon frantically turned when she saw the bright lights dashing for her.

      "DERRICK!"

      "Oh, SHI," Derrick shouted as he tried to correct his car.

      The cars smashed into each other head-on. The car Derrick hit rolled down an embankment through the woods. Derrick and Sharon flipped. They both screamed as the car bounced off the pavement. The vehicle flipped again, and Derrick hit his head on the steering wheel. Glass flew in his face after the third impact. Sharon looked at Derrick's lifeless body before the car took another tumble.

      "Oh, God. Please help us!" Sharon said as she touched her mother's pendant. The Eagle in Derrick's pocket glowed and shocked Derrick's leg.

      They landed upside-down in the opposite traffic lane. A car slammed on its brakes as it approached, stopping before hitting them head-on. Traffic was stopped in both directions. Witnesses and bystanders ran to Derick and Sharon lying upside down. Fluids from the car leaked. Smoke bounced off the ground from the engine.

      "Are they alive?" Someone yelled.

      "Where's the other car?" Another bystander asked.

      “I don't know. It went down there." A witness said as she pointed to the woods.

      "I've already called 911. I smell the booze in that car. That guy is drunk." A bystander said about Derrick.

      Sirens were heard approaching the chaotic scene. People were still searching for the car that Derrick slammed off the road. The sheriff's department arrived first. One deputy controlled traffic while his partner checked on the convertible. A state trooper arrived to take control of the scene. He also ran to help render aid.

      "Wow. You smell that?" The deputy asked.

      "Yeah. It's strong. Are they alive?" The trooper asked.

      "I don't think so, but here comes the fire department," the deputy said.

      "I saw this car earlier. It passed me at a traffic stop. Where's the other car?" The trooper asked.

      "They said the car flew in the woods." The deputy on the scene told him. The trooper took out his flashlight to light the woods.

      "I don't see it." The trooper said. The fire department ran to Derrick and Sharon. They pulled Derrick out first. They looked at him and shook their heads. The first ambulance arrived, and emergency personnel ran to help.

      "Check the passenger." The trooper instructed the emergency personnel. The fire department had already evacuated her from the car. The emergency personnel placed Sharon on a stretcher and rushed her to the back of the ambulance, which drove her away. Leaving Derrick's body surrounded by the fire department as they started life-saving procedures.
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      Harrison turned over in agony when his alarm ruined his sleep. His body cracked in different places every time he turned.

      “It sucks getting old.” He told himself as he opened his drawer and pulled out a bottle of street pills. He opened it and swallowed the hard candy.

      After placing the mixed bottle back in the drawer, he checked his phone. The first email he received was another past-due mortgage bill. This one was his two-month notice. He trashed it. He was disgusted with himself. Harrison went over to his first betting website. He lost another ten thousand in bad deals. The underdog won. The cashier in his app was asking for immediate payment before he faced suspension. He was negative; one hundred and fifty thousand dollars—his total loss on all bets over the two months.

      “Dang.” He said to himself. He looked up to the ceiling. He didn’t bother to check his other two gambling websites. Slowing the pain process of losing more money he didn’t have. Knowing he was already in financial trouble. He checked his bank account. He was negative five hundred dollars. Harrison closed his bank app and opened his calendar. Payday was next week.

      “Dang. We better catch this guy,” he said to himself.

      “Derrick!” Harrison yelled as he got up from his bed. He went into his closet and grabbed some pants. He walked over to his guest bedroom, where Derrick was staying. He knocked on the door.

      “Hey man,” Harrison said before he opened the door. He noticed Derrick hadn’t been home.

      Harrison went back to his room and grabbed his phone.

      “I knew that girl would be trouble. I warned that idiot. He better not be messing up my money.” Harrison said to himself angrily.

      Harrison dialed Derrick’s number. It went straight to voicemail.

      “Hi. You reached Derrick Washington.” Harrison hung up the phone.

      “This dude. I told him about that flipping girl,” Harrison said.

      He sat down on his couch and turned on the television. The news was already on.

      “Local star Detective Jeffery Wise suffered a stroke last night on the set of his show, Behind the Badge. He is in serious condition. We have news reporter Lesley Fisher outside the hospital. Doctors say it will be a miracle if he survives. Lesley.” The news anchor announced.

      “Dang. That’s messed up. I should go see him when we go down there.” Harrison said as his doorbell rang.

      He turned off the television and went to open his door.

      Nioh was outside to pick him up for the briefing.

      “Hey, man. You ready?” Nioh asked him as he handed him a cup of coffee.

      “Thanks,” Harrison said as he grabbed the coffee. He checked his watch.

      “Dang, it's seven already. Let me get my things. Have you heard from Derrick?” Harrison asked as Nioh followed him inside his home.

      “No. I thought he was staying with you?”

      “That idiot went out with that girl last night,” Harrison said.

      “The reporter? She’s gorgeous.” Nioh said.

      “Yeah, but I told him not to mix business with pleasure. This is a business trip. That boy must learn.” Harrison said in disappointment.

      “He’s a grown man. Let him have fun. We’ll get this guy, and he’ll be back in Los Angeles before the weekend.” Nioh said.

      “Let’s go,” Harrison instructed as he grabbed his keys.

      “Did you see the game last night? That was some cheese at the end. How are they going to call foul like that?” Nioh asked.

      “I don’t want to talk about it. The game was fixed. No way the champs lose like that.” Harrison said.

      “I hear you. A lot of people lost a lot of money. I hope you didn’t bet on the game.” Nioh told him as they got in the car.

      “Gambling is not my thing,” Harrison said as best as he could. He was frustrated that he fell into his dark habits again. His shameful secret cost him his marriage and his life savings.

      “Hey, man. Thanks for picking me up.” Harrison said.

      “Yeah, man. No problem. What happened to your car?” Nioh asked.

      “I woke up, and it was gone. I think one of the Kia boys stole it as a joke.” Harrison said.

      “It didn’t have Lo-jack?”

      “Those boys are smart. They know how to find and disable all that stuff,” Harrison told him.

      “I can call in a favor and send a team in,” Nioh offered.

      “Naw, man. I’ll let the insurance people do their thing. I was thinking about downsizing anyway. Get an electric car.” Harrison said, behind his guilt.

      “That’s smart. Saves you money eventually.” Nioh told him.

      “Yeah, but maybe after we catch this guy.”

      “All three. We must get all three.” Nioh said.

      “Okay. After we catch these three, I’m thinking about getting a boat anyway,” Harrison said.

      “A boat?” Nioh asked while they drove to the briefing.

      “Man, this dude we’re chasing inspired me. Ironically,” Harrison said.

      “Really. How so?” Nioh looked at him like he was crazy.

      “To sail out in the ocean and live freely. I can leave the world behind and be anywhere I want. Eat from the sea. You will never go hungry. I can dock somewhere, and with the way the world is. I can call a rideshare to take me shopping.” Harrison said.

      “You can have them bring your groceries to you on an app now,” Nioh told him.

      “No darn way. Are you serious? You’re kidding me, bro.” Harrison said.

      “No. I’m for real. You don’t have to leave your house anymore if you can work from home or, in your case. Your boat.” Nioh said.

      “Man, you amazed me. I never knew. I was ordering from direct eats all this time, and I could have gotten some real meat. You have to show me that app,” Harrison said.

      “I bet you won’t eat street meat for a while,” Nioh said.

      “After this week. I better eat like a king.” Harrison said as they arrived at the prison. News vans and reporters from the local and national sectors were there waiting. Some were doing live reports. The sheriffs showed up with a strength of force to control the crowd.

      “Looks like the circus has started,” Nioh said as they walked towards the podium staged for the briefing outside the prison.

      Bob jogged over to Harrison with his camera.

      “Have you seen Derrick?” He asked.

      “You know. I was going to ask you if you saw Sharon,” Harrison said.

      “I haven’t. She was supposed to meet me here at six. She never showed up. I've been calling her, and it’s been going to voice mail.” Bob said.

      “Same thing with Derrick. I bet they shacked up at her place because he didn’t come home last night,” Harrison told Bob.

      “Someone from the network went over there and checked. Her car is there, but she’s not home. No one had Derrick’s number. So I thought I'd check in with you.” Bob said.

      “I told that boy your girl was trouble!” Harrison yelled.

      “Sharon is a nice person. If anyone is the problem in the equation. It’s not her. He came after her, not the other way around,” Bob said.

      Faith joined the conversation after parking her car. She was on her way to the podium.

      “Good morning, gentlemen. Is everything all right? I said no one talk to the press unless I approved it.” Faith sternly told them. She looked at Bob and his camera.

      “Derrick and Sharon are missing,” Harrison told her.

      “Who’s Sharon?” Faith asked.

      “A reporter that works with him. They went out on a date last night. Derrick never came home, and neither did Sharon,” Harrison told her.

      “No one seems to know where they are,” Bob told Faith. She sensed the worry in his voice.

      “Do you think it has to do with Mister Faulkner?” Nioh asked.

      “He had it in his mind that Mister Faulkner would try to hunt him down. Maybe he got to him.” Harrison said.

      “Oh no. Sharon. She also tried to make him look bad on television.” Bob said.

      “That Sharon?” Faith asked.

      “Yes!” Bob said franticly.

      “Yeah. I forgot about that. That’s too coincidental. You should have told me.” Nioh told Harrison.

      “I didn’t think it was possible,” Harrison shouted.

      “He’s a dangerous man,” Nioh barked back.

      Media personnel and the curious bounty hunters who wanted to cash in on the prize offer turned and gazed their attention at their argument.

      “Not here. Let’s delay the briefing to figure out if this is a threat,” Faith said as she noticed the attention they were getting. She looked at Bob.

      “You should come to, but keep your mouth shut about what you hear. We may need information about Sharon that only you can tell us.” Faith told Bob.

      Faith took the lead towards the prison. The media stormed them as they followed, but the Glynn County Sheriff's Department cleared a way for them to walk.

      Harrison received a phone call as he walked beside Bob toward the prison.

      “Hello.” He answered as he stopped to hear the caller on the other line.

      “Guys! It’s Derrick!” Harrison shouted as he fell to his knees. Nioh and Bob ran to him as he dropped his phone and cried. The media captured the footage.
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      Nioh rushed Harrison to the hospital. They ran inside as fast as they could. Bob trailed behind in the news van. Harrison was the first to the entrance doors and ran to the help desk. He passed Lauren as she was being discharged.

      Nioh recognized Lauren in the wheelchair. He stopped to greet her. She was holding her baby with her new baby bag. She looked back at Harrison as he was being escorted by security. Bob was following them.

      “Mrs. Key. It looks like you’re on your way.” Nioh said when he approached Lauren.

      “Agent Keen. Back so soon. I just saw your partner. Is everything all right?” Lauren asked.

      “His nephew got into an accident. I don’t know the details,” Nioh said.

      “Oh no. I hope he’s all right.” Lauren said.

      “It doesn’t sound good. How are you? I see the baby is happy,” Nioh said.

      “We’re blessed. David is happy and healthy,” Lauren said.

      “David!” Nioh said with a smile.

      “David Curtis Key. He is my shepherd, a fighter like his father was.” Lauren said as she smiled and held her son.

      “I don’t need the government following me anymore?” Lauren asked him.

      “You cooperated with me; I am a man of my word. I don’t believe you are in any harm,” he told her.

      “Thank you.”

      “Let me ask you a question, Mrs. Key. Why did Curtis think Mister Faulkner was innocent?” Nioh asked.

      “God made Curtis a man who could see people’s genuine hearts. He was a believer. He believed Jesus is the true savior. And even though someone is being condemned for their crimes. It doesn’t mean they don’t deserve a second chance. He fought for everyone’s innocence equally. Those that were sent to prison. He would tell them to seek forgiveness and repent, but he knew everyone accused of a crime wasn’t always bad. Sometimes, people end up in bad circumstances, and God loves when you help those in need. Curtis told me Mister Faulkner was different. He cried real tears of pain. The pain he had never seen in any other person he defended.” Lauren said as she cried. She wiped away a tear with her free hand. She looked and smiled at her baby. Her new joy in her journey.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring this up. You asked if I would investigate his case. I’m just trying to see if there is a connection. I am just trying to make sense of all this. Something about this island doesn’t seem right, and it’s not the ghost that haunts this place,” Nioh said.

      “Are you a believer?” Lauren asked him.

      “A believer?” Nioh asked.

      “If you must ask. Then you already answered my question. Be careful how you hold your badge agent, Keen. There is a lot of evil on this island,” Lauren said.

      “I know that’s right,” the nursing aid confirmed.

      “Are you ready to go, honey?” The nursing aid asked.

      “Yes. I’m ready.” Lauren told her.

      The nursing aid pushed Lauren out the door towards the waiting hospital rideshare van. Nioh watched Lauren get helped into the truck with her baby.

      “Mrs. Key,” Nioh said.

      Lauren looked at him while she put on her seatbelt.

      “I’m not sure what I believe anymore,” Nioh said.
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      Hospital security escorted Harrison and Bob to the family room. Nioh caught up after his conversation with Lauren. He sat next to Harrison.

      “They told us to wait here. Unfortunately, they had several car accidents that came throughout the night.” Harrison told Nioh as he sat down.

      “How did they know to call you?” Nioh asked.

      “I guess after they charged his phone. They called the last number that tried calling him. They said he had a female passenger,” Harrison said as he pointed to Bob. Harrison started to tear up a little. Nioh wrapped his arm around Harrison.

      “Like he said. Security said they had many car accidents last night. Some involved alcohol. Another family was here before we came in. We overheard a car hit someone head-on. One of the drivers didn’t make it,” Bob said.

      “I hope it’s not Derrick. I can’t call my sister and tell her.” Harrison said, but he lost his thoughts behind his emotions. His phone rang. It was his bookie.

      “Dang, it!”

      He sent it to voice mail.

      Nioh noticed Harrison’s sudden frustration.

      “You all right, man?” Nioh asked.

      “Yeah. Just the ex-wife. Another headache,” Harrison said.

      “Tell me about. I have two. And kids with both.” Bob said, shaking his head at his frustrations.

      A nurse entered the family room.

      “For Sharon Wynn.” The nurse called out.

      “Right here,” Bob said as he raised his hand.

      The nurse waved him over.

      “Come with me,” She instructed.

      Harrison came to his feet.

      “Excuse me. My nephew was the driver of the car. Any idea about where he is?” Harrison asked.

      “I’m sorry, sir. I was told to come for Miss. Wynn. I don’t have any information on other patients. It would be a privacy violation,” the nurse told him.

      “I understand. I’m the district attorney.” Harrison said as he hoped it would mean something.

      “I’m sorry, sir. Someone should be with you shortly.” She told Harrison.

      The nurse led Bob out of the family room. Harrison sat down next to Nioh.

      “Drinking and driving doesn’t sound like something Derrick would do,” Harrison said.

      “He should have known better if he’s working with the FBI. They don’t play. I’m sure he’s fine. He’s a tough kid. Let’s hope there are some minor cuts and scratches so we can get back to catching the bad guys.” Nioh said.

      “Hope is all I have. I don’t have faith. I’m not a believer,” Harrison said.

      “I heard that before. What’s a believer?” Nioh asked.

      “A what? Are you serious?” Harrison asked.

      “You know I’m not American? I don’t understand Western civilization. Just curious,” Nioh said.

      “I forgot. You come from one of those communist countries. You may be lucky. I don’t believe in that stuff. Those people think a man died on the cross for our eternity. They're the ones that say having faith in a man you can’t see until you die makes you happier. It's a gimmick to me,” Harrison said.

      “You mean God?” Nioh asked.

      “Not just God. The OG. The original God.” Harrison told him.

      “Original God?” Nioh questioned with a strange look on his face.

      “The Bible says God created the heavens and the earth, so if the earth started with him. Every so-called God after him is not the original because the King is already on the throne.” Harrison told him.

      He pointed a finger at Nioh.

      “One King. But the book says that God had a son named Jesus, and if we believe in him. We can live with God when we die.” Harrison said.

      “That doesn’t sound too bad. You don’t believe in it either?” Nioh asked.

      “I stopped believing it when I came to the Island. I saw people like Thomas get so much power and wealth. They have so much influence, and they are evil people. Look at Ronald Grump,” Harrison said as he rubbed his wounded neck from the serpent bite.

      “Yeah. That guy is an idiot.” Nioh said, shaking his head in disgrace.

      “But he’s an evil idiot. And people follow him. I believed in the OG, but it doesn’t make life perfect. I still get put through all these tests. I fell into debt. I lost a loved one. I lost my marriage. Why have faith if you still get hurt? Faith doesn’t make you bulletproof. Faith isn’t going to stop these guys from putting a bullet in the back of our heads,” Harrison told him.

      “I get it. That’s why my country doesn’t believe in the afterlife. We believe in reincarnation. You die, and you become something else. I want to come back as a ninja.” Nioh said with a fictitious smile.

      “I’m too busy to worry about what happens after this one. Why should we stress ourselves about what happens when we die? No one cares about you after that,” Harrison said.

      “Something to look forward to. Maybe they believe Jesus came down here to show them how to live so they can meet his father one day.” Nioh said.

      Harrison gave him a strange look. He gave him his version of a fictitious grin.

      “Have you been drinking?”

      “Just a thought,” Nioh said as he shrugged his shoulders.

      “What kind of father would send his son to a place like this? Why do I have to live and believe in Jesus to meet God? They believe in loving everyone and loving your neighbors. I hate my neighbors.” Harrison said.

      “They must not like you if they took your car,” Nioh laughed at Harrison's misfortune.

      Harrison gave him another look. He wanted to say something foul but was interrupted when a doctor and another man in a suit walked in.

      “For Mr. Washington.” The doctor said.

      Harrison and Nioh stood up.

      “I’m his uncle, Harrison.”

      “I work with him in the FBI,” Nioh told the gentlemen as he showed them his badge.

      “I’m Doctor Cunningham. This is Mr. Clem. He is our Chaplin,” Doctor Cunningham said.

      “Chaplin?” Harrison asked as he trembled.

      “We usually bring in the Chaplin when there is a deceased or if someone is on their way to passing.” Doctor Cunningham said.

      “Deceased?” Harrison cried out as his knees buckled.

      Nioh caught him. Doctor Cunningham bent down to speak with him.

      There were several DUIs last night and many John Doe's. The hospital had a patient charting error, and some patients' names were wrong. Security locked up the personal items too fast,” Doctor Cunningham said.

      “What are you saying?” Nioh asked.

      Mister Harrison. A few victims were severely burned. We have one in surgery that probably won’t make it and another in the morgue. I need you to see if the one in the morgue is Derrick,” Doctor Cunningham said.

      “Wait. What?” Harrison asked.

      “The Chaplin is here to help if Derrick was a person of faith.” Dr. Cunnigham expressed.

      “No. I don’t want to hear that. Faith wouldn’t put a man in the hospital when he’s just trying to go home.” Harrison yelled as he came to his feet. Doctor Cunningham stood up. Security got in Harrison’s way.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” Harrison said as he extended his arm to the doctor. She shook his hand and accepted his apology.

      “Which every person is your nephew. There is an officer assigned to each one. Both men were drivers of two separate accidents. Both were drunk over two times the legal limit. One of them tested positive for serpent juice,” Doctor Cunningham said.

      “Wait. Derrick was drinking and driving?” Nioh asked.

      “I’m afraid so. But it gets worse. Depending on which one he is. A driver killed someone last night. I don’t know which one,” Doctor Cunningham said.

      “No. It can’t be true. He knew he would lose his job if he did something like that. You have the wrong man,” Harrison said.

      “One of the men in question had a woman in his convertible,” Doctor Cunningham said.

      “Dang.” Harrison cried out.

      “How is she?” Nioh asked.

      “She’s lucky. A few bumps and bruises. She may even walk out of here.” Doctor Cunningham said.

      “Seriously. I need to talk to her to get her side of the story. Part of an FBI investigation,” Nioh told her as he flashed his badge again.

      “I can take you both to her after Mister Harrison confirms the body in the morgue,” Doctor Cunningham said.

      “I can’t. I can’t even tell his mother. She’s going to kill me,” Harrison said as he turned to Nioh.

      “You do it.” He told him.

      “No way. I barely met him. I wouldn’t be able to tell if it's him if the staff can’t benefit from his ID.” Nioh said.

      “He’s right. You may spot something on his body that may remind you of something.” Doctor Cunningham said.

      “Would you like me to say a prayer?” Clem asked.

      “No thanks. I don’t believe in your God,” Harrison said as he walked out the door.

      Doctor Cunningham and the security guard left the family room to escort Harrison to the morgue. Clem turned to follow.

      “Sir,” Nioh said.

      “Yes, sir,” Clem said as he stopped at the door.

      “Are you a believer?” Nioh hesitated to ask.

      “Yes. I am,” Clem said proudly. He pulled out the cross he had tucked under his shirt.

      “Are you?” Clem asked.

      “I’m from a communist country. We don’t believe in faith, just reincarnation.” Nioh said.

      “Would you like to know how faith works?” Clem asked him.

      Nioh looked and thought about it. He couldn’t answer because he was startled by the sudden loud panic of crying and shouting roaring through the walls.

      Harrison ran out of the morgue, and everyone in the surrounding area felt his emotions.
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      Harrison and Nioh met with Sharon and Bob. Sharon had a neck brace on in a hospital bed. She had a few cuts on her face from the broken window. A sling was supporting her dislocated shoulder.

      Harrison looked at her after he told them the devastating news about Derrick. There was a moment of silence. The body in the morgue wasn’t Derrick but a badly burned accident victim.

      “It happened so fast. First, we were smiling and having a good time, and the next thing I knew. Boom! A car in our faces. The doctor said I will need plastic surgery to fix my nose. I’m going to look horrible on television.” Sharon cried out to them. The men felt her broken heart on their sleeves. It was a double dagger for Harrison. He wasn’t a fan of Sharon, but he knew how much her looks meant to her.

      “I know a guy. He works in Atlanta. I’ll take care of the bill,” Harrison said.

      “Thank you, but I can’t do that to you when you have to handle Derrick’s arrangements,” Sharon said.

      “Derrick’s family will handle that. There is always a consequence for our actions,” Harrison said.

      “You don’t remember anything else?” Bob asked.

      “No. I woke up here. I didn’t even see Derrick.” Sharon told them. She looked at Harrison.

      “I’m sorry. I should have ordered a rideshare.” Sharon said.

      “Don’t beat yourself up. You didn’t ruin three lives. I got the police report. It doesn’t look good. What was he doing speeding in a residential neighborhood?” Harrison asked. He didn’t want to mention the serpent poison found in Derrick’s system. He looked at Sharon to let her know to keep Derrick’s secret.

      “He was hyped up about a plan to catch Mister Faulkner and the money for his movie,” Sharon said.

      “Not going to be a movie now. Unless it’s on lifetime,” Harrison said.

      They all looked at him. His comments were sad but true.

      “I can see if I can put in a good word for him. I know Faith has a connection, but since it was a DUI. He can kiss any benefits he had goodbye. If Faith can somehow get us a favor. I don’t know how to get around the DUI part, but we can try to have the FBI pay the expenses.” Nioh said.

      “I know how the government works. I’m one of them. They won’t give him anything,” Harrison said. He paused when he saw Thomas at the door.

      “Hey, Thomas,” Harrison said.

      Everyone in the room looked at the door.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt. I was worried because I didn’t see any of you at the briefing. So I came as soon as I heard,” Thomas said as he entered the room.

      “You’re not interrupting. We were discussing Derrick’s financials,” Harrison said.

      “I’ll cover the cost. Just let me know what I can do. Same for you.” Thomas told Sharon.

      “Thank you, but I think I’m all right,” Sharon had to decline respectfully. She wasn't a fan of Thomas' reputation.

      “Have you heard about Wise? I heard he had a stroke last night.” Thomas asked Harrison.

      “I was going to Atlanta to see him this afternoon, but I got stuck here. Did he make it?” Harrison asked.

      “I don’t think so. Last I heard, it would take a miracle,” Thomas said.

      “Can I talk to you outside?” Thomas asked Harrison.

      Harrison looked at Nioh.

      “I’ll be back,” Harrison told him as he followed Thomas out the door. Harrison closed the door behind him as he met Thomas in the hallway.

      “What’s up?” Harrison asked.

      “I’m sorry about Derrick. I truly am,” Thomas said as he hugged Harrison.

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.” Harrison said.

      “So, you’re down a man? What’s your plan?”

      “Look, man. I have this family situation I need to deal with. I’m in debt up to my knees, and I could use the money, but I must deal with Derrick’s family when they come down.”

      “We had a deal. If the FBI is around, we will risk everything we worked for on the island,” Thomas said.

      “How dare you come up here when I’m grieving. I have to tell my sister that her baby isn't a baby.” Harrison said as he tried to hold back a tear.

      “Don’t forget why he’s lying on his back in the first place,” Thomas told him.

      “I’ve already lost all the feeling in my heart. Don’t make me do something I might enjoy,” Harrison threatened. He reached for his concealed weapon. A member of Thomas' bodyguard reached for his holster. Thomas waved him off.

      “I’m sorry. Colin messed this up. I can’t wait to get my hands on him. The longer Mister Faulkner is free. The longer the FBI is around. Faith has been following me everywhere I go. She is asking for Colin,” Thomas said.

      “Speaking of the serpent,” Harrison said as he pointed at Faith, checking in at the nurse’s station.

      “You said you were going to Atlanta. You think he’ll be there?” Thomas asked.

      “I think so. Are you taking Agent Keen with you? You trust him?” Thomas asked.

      “He’s a communist. A chaplain came into the family room talking about faith. The man got a little too curious. I still don’t know the truth. I will get to him. I know there is something his heart desires.” Harrison said as he saw Faith approaching.

      “Take them both with you,” Thomas said.

      “The FBI girl?” Harrison asked.

      “If you make my Mister Faulkner problem disappear, find out how much the FBI knows about my business. I will make Derrick’s problems go away. It will be nothing more than an accident.” Thomas told him.

      “No serpent juice in the report?” Harrison asked.

      “Not even a mention of alcohol,” Thomas told him.

      Harrison smiled as Faith approached them. They saw her, but she didn’t see them. Harrison looked at Thomas and extended his hand with heavy gratitude.

      “Bet!”
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      Thomas ran out the side door with his bodyguards after agreeing with Harrison. He left the hospital in a blacked-out car as quickly as he could.

      Harrison approached Faith to get her attention away from Thomas, making his escape. Harrison wanted to protect his loyal friend and his deal with the Governor.

      “Agent Woods,” Harrison said as he approached her.

      “Harrison. Just the person I was coming to see. I’m sorry about Derrick. I just heard. How is the girl?” Faith asked.

      “She’s good. She broke her nose and banged her arm. She’s tough.” He said.

      “Have you called Derrick’s mother?” She asked.

      “No. I can’t think of the words to tell my sister about her son,” Harrison said.

      Nioh walked out of Sharon’s room. He joined their conversation.

      “What happened to Thomas?” Nioh asked.

      “Thomas was here?” Faith questioned.

      “Yeah. You just missed him. He stopped to tell me how sorry he was about Derrick.” Harrison said.

      “We need to talk. Let’s use the employee breakroom.” Faith said as she led the way.

      Harrison rolled his eyes but thought it was the perfect way to complete his side deal with Thomas.

      He followed Nioh and Faith to the empty break room.

      Faith took a seat at the end of the table. Nioh stood behind her with his back against the window. Nioh peeked at the street below.

      Harrison stood by the door.

      “Harrison. Please have a seat.” Faith told him. Two more FBI agents in black jackets came in behind Harrison. Pushing him towards the table. They looked like secret service agents as Harrison slowly moved away from them.

      “What’s going on?” Harrison asked when he saw the agents locking the door behind them.

      “We don’t have an office on the island. So, we use everything and every opportunity to our advantage.” Faith told him.

      “This is an official covert mission,” Nioh said.

      “We wouldn’t be here if The Authority didn’t put up three million to catch these guys. That is the red flag the FBI considered suspicions. That is why Washington sent us. Plus, the FBI has been tracking Hog, and he leads us here. There is a separate group following his movements,” Faith said.

      “It’s like they sent us out here to babysit and keep it peaceful,” one of the agents said.

      “Of course, finding Mister Faulkner is our main priority and the safety of the people on Jekyll Island,” Faith told them.

      “What does this have to do with me?” Harrison asked.

      “Thomas keeps avoiding me. I can’t speak with Detective Wise or Derrick. I don’t know where to start with my investigation. So, I started with Oglethorpe,” Faith said.

      Harrison fixed his posture.

      “Makes sense.” He said.

      “You are the district attorney, and I understand why you weren’t involved with the case. What I can’t understand is your involvement at Oglethorpe?” Faith asked.

      Faith opened her briefcase and pulled out a folder. She took out some files and placed them in front of Harrison. He examined the documents and noticed his signature on them all.

      “This island has many secrets, Mister Gates, and you’re no different.”

      Faith grabbed a stack of photos and spread them in front of Harrison. Harrison looked at the photos with confusion. A bus was seen leaving the prison when Mister Faulkner was leaving.

      “I don’t understand. What is this?” Harrison asked, looking at the documents and photos of the bus.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing,” Faith told him.

      “I have never seen this before,” Harrison said.

      “While you were gone. We did some digging in the prison. You granted work release details for missing inmates. There are another forty unaccounted for. There are missing prisoners that you signed out for. All of them don’t have a family.  What happened to the prisoners? Is this a prison or a human trafficking concentration camp? Were they alive when they left on that bus?” Faith asked.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t approve of this,” Harrison said.

      “Your signature is on it with the governor and the judge,” Faith said.

      “What's happening in the prison that Mister Faulkner and Nikki might expose? What mystery lies behind those prison walls?” Faith asked.

      “Wait a minute! Whatever goes on inside the prison is not my responsibility. I prosecute and send them to Hell. Jail!” Harrison looked at Nioh. Then he turned his attention to the stack of papers in front of him.

      “Are you sending folks to jail to keep the streets clean? Or is this part of some campaign to keep the island separated?” Nioh said.

      “I don’t make the arrest,” Harrison said.

      “We need to know why Faulkner isn’t the only prisoner missing from Oglethorpe,” Faith said.

      “I don’t know. Thomas is the one that oversees the prison after the warden.” Harrison said with guilt in his voice. He knew he was getting backed up in a corner.

      “You don’t think it's suspicious his wife’s murderer is in the prison he helps run?” Nioh asked.

      Harrison looked at Faith.

      “I don’t know. I stay far away from that prison. I tried to stay away from that family, but they had so much influence over me. It’s like ever since Susan died. That family turned so influential. They used their hurt and pain to spread their rage. But it is hard to say no to people you want to be like to fit in. So, you have to pretend sometimes, even if it means losing your spirit along the way.” Harrison said.

      “Where are the prisoners?” Faith demanded.

      “I don’t know,” Harrison said.

      Faith looked at one of the FBI agents at the door.

      “The way I see it. You are as involved in whatever scam the Authority is running. I have a way of finding the truth, Mister Gates,” Faith said.

      “He needed you and Derrick to cover up their tracks,” Nioh said.

      “Wait a minute. Derrick only did that one case. A good kid who came here for a million-dollar opportunity but made a mistake. This has nothing to do with him. The Bigleys are the ones that are hiding something.” Harrison said.

      “He's not here to defend himself, and if I put him in our investigation. You can forget about any chance of his benefits being cashed out and paying for his services.” Faith told Harrison.

      “Is that how you look after your own?” Harrison asked.

      “My job is to discover the truth,” Faith said.

      “She’s very good at that,” Nioh said.

      “Bro! I thought we were on the same team.” Harrison said.

      “She’s the boss. I follow her lead, and I just met you, bro.” Nioh said.

      The agents at the door laughed at his banter.

      “Where is that bus taking all those men?” Faith asked as she held up his signature on the forms.

      “I didn’t know about the release forms,” Harrison said.

      “The only other signature on here is Thomas. I can’t seem to find him.” She said.

      “Thomas is a man you don’t want to cross. He has a lot of influence on this island and in this country. No one in their right mind would try to overstep him.” Harrison said.

      “What if I can get Derrick’s accident to go away? The liquid courage and the serpent juice will be out of the original report. He will get one hundred percent of his benefits to cover all costs.” Faith told him.

      Harrison gave her a stern look.

      “Serpent Juice? How do you know about that? If he did. It’s because of that witch in the other room.” Harrison told her.

      Faith pulled out another set of papers and gave them to Harrison. The first one had a police report written on it.

      “How did you get this so fast?” Harrison asked.

      “The question you should ask is. What side of the law are you playing, Mister Gates?” Faith asked.

      “I don’t follow,” Harrison said.

      “I think Faulkner was running away from something. Whatever the answer is. It’s on that bus with the other inmates. Where is that bus going?” Faith asked.

      “I don’t know. This is all new. The only person that would know anything would be Thomas.” Harrison said.

      “You get me that information and cooperate with our investigation. I will see you don’t serve any jail time. Plus, Derrick will have a clean system on the accident report. I want the truth.” Faith said.

      Harrison looked at Nioh.

      “I told you she’s good at what she does,” Nioh said.

      Harrison thought about his options as he looked down at the table. He turned and looked at the two agents guarding the door.

      “This is a get-out-of-jail-free card, knowing the FBI will tear that prison upside down?” Nioh said.

      “You can grant me full immunity?” Harrison asked.

      “Except murder. I don’t see why we can’t overlook a few things if I can get a case bigger than a jailbreak.” Faith said with a smile.

      “This could be a promotion,” Nioh said.

      Nioh and Faith did a fist bump.

      Harrison tapped his toes under the table nervously. He didn’t want to take any chances with the FBI. He knew they would find him at fault for the Bigley corruption on the island.

      “If I do this. I’ll do it for Derrick. His mother doesn’t find out that liquid courage or serpent juice was in his system while he was driving. I know you guys can cover that up.” Harrison said.

      “You know another family was involved in the accident,” Nioh said.

      “Do whatever you guys have to do. Make sure Derrick gets his benefits and all the costs are taken care of.” Harrison said.

      Faith looked around the room. She winked at Nioh.

      “I think we can make that work.” She said as she extended her arm to close the deal.
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      Harrison nervously stood outside the Bigley home—a microphone and camera in his button-up shirt. Faith and Nioh listened down the street with a team of FBI agents.

      “I can hear you breathing. Calm down and act normal.” Faith told Harrison as he knocked on the door. He heard footsteps approaching as he looked at the bogus moving truck down the street.

      “Harrison! What brings you over?” Thomas asked with a surprised look when he opened the door. He had a bottle of liquid courage mixed with serpent juice in his hand.

      “I thought I'd come fill you in about Mister Faulkner,” Harrison said.

      “Come on in. I’m just here with Juliet.” Thomas said.

      “Oh, Judge Kirkland.” Harrison made sure to inform the FBI.

      Thomas closed the door behind him. He gave Harrison a psychotic look, but he smiled.

      “I forgot she is a judge. Yes, your honor!” Thomas said with a longing smile. Thomas danced with his bottle of poison. He took another sip from the bottle.

      “Who’s at the door, baby!” Juliet yelled when she walked into the foyer.

      “Harrison,” Thomas shouted back.

      Harrison stood and watched Thomas take another long sip from the bottle.

      “Oh, Harrison. What brings you by at this hour?” Juliet asked. She was in a bathrobe, holding a wine glass. She held it up to Thomas, and he poured her some of his liquid courage. She now consumed the poison of the serpent. A serpent mark around her neck showed her alliance with the Authority.

      “Hey, can I get you a drink?” Thomas asked.

      “No. I think I’m good, seeing what happened to Derrick,” Harrison said. He lost his thoughts, remembering his emotional pain.

      “Don’t be a chicken. You can’t base your life on his actions,” Thomas scolded.

      Juliet tapped Thomas on the shoulder.

      “Don’t be rude,” She told Thomas.

      “I heard. Thomas told me. I’m sorry.” Juliet told Harrison. She raised her glass for a toast.

      “Thank you. His parents are flying out in the morning.” Harrison said.

      “Send them my gratitude. Tell them whatever they need on the island. They have my support,” Thomas told Harrison.

      “Thank you. I’m sure they would appreciate that,” Harrison replied.

      “I’m surprised they're coming to an island with a monster on the loose,” Juliet said as she consumed the poison.

      “Speaking of monsters. How is our current situation?” Thomas asked.

      Harrison looked at Thomas and rolled his eyes toward Juliet.

      “She’s fine. You don’t have to worry about her. She's authority.” Thomas assured Harrison.

      “I couldn’t get a drop on Mister Faulkner,” Harrison told them.

      “Come on. We had a deal.” Thomas yelled as he took another sip.

      Harrison held up his hands.“Let me explain.”

      “Let’s have a seat. I want to hear this.” Thomas said as he stumbled out of the foyer.

      Harrison followed him and Juliet into his luxurious living room. Harrison looked around and noticed his wealth.

      “Business must be good,” Harrison said as Thomas approached his bar.

      “You sure I can’t get you a drink?” Thomas asked as he grabbed another bottle off his shelf.

      “No. I’m good,” Harrison replied.

      “I'll take some, sweetie,” Juliet said as she walked over to Thomas at the bar. Thomas poured two glasses of confidence juice. Colin mixed some of Moloch's toxins in that bottle. He was poisoning his father as he had planned. Thomas gave one to Juliet.

      “Thank you.” She said.

      Thomas took the other glass and the bottle over to Harrison. He handed the glass to Harrison.

      “I know you’re grieving. But, sometimes, you need to take the pain away,” Thomas said.

      Harrison looked down at the glass. The aroma filled his spirit and influenced him to hide his pain. It smelled too good to pass up. Harrison took a sip of the confidence juice and let it burn his flesh.

      “Don’t forget we need information,” Faith told Harrison in his ear.

      “I wish you would have let me take care of Mister Faulkner instead of putting up three million dollars. Not only do we have Hog's rowdy self on the Island. I have the FBI on my back. I can’t get rid of all your problems if you’re creating my headaches,” Harrison said behind another sip of the confidence juice.

      “It wasn’t my idea. I didn’t know about it until Ethan texted me when he heard Colin talking to Jason. I did him this favor. He has been bitter about the death of his mother,” Thomas said.

      “That boy is always getting you in some problems. I told you to take care of him long ago,” Juliet said.

      “How so?” Harrison asked.

      Thomas took another sip. Harrison followed with a gulp of his own.

      “Colin hasn’t been the same since his mother died. Something had been corrupting his mind for a long time before that, but when she died. He went off the deep end. I tried counseling him because Juliet said she thought it was depression. He has been hiding it in his way.” Thomas said as he took another sip.

      “It is. I’m telling you. That boy needs to go to a mental facility and get some treatment,” Juliet said behind her consumption of poison.

      Harrison looked around the room.

      “He must be taking it hard knowing that Mister Faulkner is out on the run,” Harrison said.

      “That boy is motivated by his confidence, like most of us on the island. He's running around chasing broken dreams. The quicker we get him back, the better for all our pain and suffering,” Thomas said.

      “Is that why you signed my name for a prisoner work detail? To chase broken dreams?” Harrison asked.

      “That’s not important. We need to focus on Mister Faulkner and turn the FBI away,” Thomas said.

      “They won’t leave without seeing the prisoners that left last night,” Harrison told him.

      “I believe what Colin is about to find is worth sacrificing a few more bodies. Get some of our friends at the sheriff’s office. We can invite a few agents over for drinks. Make them believe or ensure they won’t leave the Island until we convince them. Every spirit has a price. Just ask Hog.” Thomas said.

      “Thomas. Don’t be stupid. You can’t buy or have a team of FBI agents disappear on the island,” Juliet said.

      “If you're protecting Colin. We can get him the right help,” Harrison said.

      “It’s not about helping Colin. It’s about helping me. I lost faith and needed the pain to go away. Colin found the pain relief. The way to take away pain because having faith didn’t work,” Thomas said as he rubbed his unknown serpent bite.

      “Whatever Colin got you thinking. It sounds dangerous and illegal. I don’t know what you have dragged Derrick and me into. It is about to blow up in your face if the FBI keeps snooping around,” Harrison said.

      “He’s right, baby. You need to tell Colin to come back with the prisoners so the FBI and Hog can find Mister Faulkner,” Juliet said.

      “I can’t. It’s too late. They already took off.” Thomas said.

      “Excuse me. They did what?” Harrison asked.

      Thomas took another sip of confidence juice. The serpent juice mixed in was poisoning his spirit.

      He felt scatterbrained. Harrison in front of him multiplied by two. Thomas grabbed his left shoulder and grunted. His blood pressure and heart rate increased. He dropped his glass of poison.

      “Oh my Gosh! Thomas, what’s wrong,” Juliet called out as she ran towards him.

      Harrison placed his hands on top of his head in a panic reaction. Thomas fell to his knees, and Harrison caught him before he fell on his face. Harrison eased him down and held him against his knee for support. Juliet grabbed Thomas by his hand.

      “I think I’m having another heart attack,” Thomas told Juliet.

      “This is his third one since Susan died,” Juliet said.

      “The pain. Hand me the confidence juice.” Thomas said.

      “Maybe you should ease up on that. I’m going to call 911.” Harrison said as he pulled out his phone.

      “Thomas. Thomas wake up,” Juliet said as she slapped him into consciousness.

      “Stay with us, buddy,” Harrison said. He forgot to dial emergency services.

      Thomas was slurring his words as he became confused and weakened. Harrison panicked as he watched Thomas dying in front of him.

      “I need some help in here,” Harrison said.

      “Honey! No one else is here. Call 911.” Juliet said.

      Harrison looked at his old friend and partner he used to trust.

      The FBI banged down the door at the front of the house. Juliet tried to run, but Harrison pulled a gun from his ankle and pointed it at Juliet. Juliet stopped and placed her hands up.

      “I need to do this for Derrick,” Harrison told Juliet.

      “You are making a big mistake, Harrison,” Juliet told him.

      “Where is Colin taking the prisoners?” Harrison asked Thomas as he shook him. Thomas was barely holding on to his breath. His eyes opened slightly.

      “Help!” Thomas gulped.

      “Where is Colin?” Harrison yelled again.

      “Is,” Thomas said as his eyes turned yellow.

      “Oh my Gosh! What’s wrong with his eyes?” Juliet yelled.

      Harrison sat Thomas up against the wall.

      The FBI breached the room with their guns drawn. Thomas looked at Harrison.

      “Israel,” Thomas said as he took his last breath.
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      Turbulence woke David from his nap. He looked down and saw Winter sleeping. The cabin was dark except for a small light in the front of the plane. Noel was reading something that seemed to have his mind confused. David studied a perplexed look of Noel.

      Turbulence rattled the plane again, and it made David’s heart jump. This time, he noticed Nikki jumping from the sudden vibration of the elevation change.

      David and Noel made eye contact when they looked to check on Nikki. Noel gave him an acknowledging wave. David gave him a head nod. A salute as well. David forgot how to act in a civilized world in his short time away from life.

      David looked out his window but couldn’t see beyond the darkness. Lightning rattled the sky as the plane jumped again. This time, Winter stood up and walked over to the light by Noel.

      “Winter,” David whispered as she left him in the dark.

      Winter sat next to Noel in the light. Noel rubbed her head. David got up and walked over to Winter.

      “I’m sorry. She doesn’t listen sometimes. We just met, kind of,” David told Noel.

      “Don’t be. She’s a wonderful beauty.” Noel said as he rubbed her in admiration.

      “Have a seat.” Noel invited David.

      David rubbed Winter’s head after she turned and stuck her tongue out. It made her look like she was smiling at him.

      Nikki saw David sitting with Noel. She got up and joined the circle.

      “Hi,” Nikki said to them.

      David gave her a welcoming smile.

      “Welcome,” Noel said as he greeted her.

      Justin followed his sister after she left him. He gave them a slight acknowledging wave.

      David and Noel smiled and acknowledged him.

      “We all owe you our gratitude for letting us tag along,” David said.

      “I don’t think it’s me you should thank. I believe you know that,” Noel said.

      They all looked at Noel. They didn’t know how to respond to their recent boost of faith. David looked up at the ceiling, knowing who was in charge of this journey.

      “Who are these guys?” Justin asked Noel.

      Noel looked over at one of the men. He had earplugs in his ears. Noel closed his folder that read ‘classified’ and took out another classified folder from the black bag he had been carrying.

      “They are from the C.I.A,” Noel told them.

      “Seriously. The C.I.A?” Nikki asked.

      “Yes, the Christ Intelligence Agency,” Noel told them.

      “The who?” David asked.

      “Shhh. Quiet it down. They don’t have faith like you, David.  They thought it was a bad idea to bring you.” Noel said.

      “Faith,” David said with a smile.

      “You don’t believe this is faith? I was told to wait for Winter, and here she is. That is not a coincidence for me. I know how to listen to The Lord when he speaks.” Noel said.

      “Ok. So why are we here?” David asked.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think that’s my question to ask,” Noel said.

      “Whose question is it?” Justin asked.

      Noel shrugged his shoulders. He looked at Winter.

      “Maybe Winter. That’s what the postcard said,” Noel told him.

      “Where are we going?” Nikki asked.

      “Israel. Jerusalem, actually,” Noel said.

      “Jerusalem?” David questioned.

      “Does this have to do with The Gath?” Justin asked.

      The man Noel had kept his eyes on earlier made eye contact with him after hearing Justin’s question. He got up from his seat, and everyone turned their attention to him as he approached them. He joined their conversation.

      “This is Andrew. He is one of the Disciples under the C.I.A. He is the one that recruited me for this current missionary,” Noel said.

      “What is your interest in The Gath?” Andrew asked.

      “We think Colin is on his way to finding it. He tried to have us killed.” David told them.

      “I don’t understand. Why would he be becoming after the three of you?” Andrew asked.

      “It’s a long story, but I think it is why I was in jail in the first place,” David told them.

      “That’s great. We have a long flight. Start from the beginning.” Andrew told him.
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      David told everyone on the plane his testimony of coming to Christ. He had the hearts of everyone on the plane. All seven cried when David said to them that Olivia had passed away.

      When David was done, he was quivering when he opened his heart to the Disciples, but the comfort of the Lord embraced him—giving him the confidence he needed to let the spirit of The Lord take control.

      “I feel like I have sinned too much to go to heaven. I would have to do a thousand good deeds to compensate for all the lust, greed, and hurt I’ve done.” David told them as he wiped his face.

      “There is only one deed you need. Repent and give your heart to Jesus. Accept Jesus as your Lord and Savior. For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Noel told him.

      David broke down, and Noel hugged him. The other disciples gathered around David and comforted him. They had just met David, but they knew in their hearts he wasn’t Susan’s killer. Noel grabbed David’s hand after they broke the circle.

      “Death is only the beginning. Life is only for you to develop yourself spiritually. Death is a reward that means you can finally be with God—your best friend and creator. When you walk with God, no man or obstacle can defeat you or stand in your way. That’s why it says. No weapons formed against me shall prosper. All those that rise against me shall fall. I will not fear what the Serpent may bring me. Because I am a servant of God,” Noel told David.

      “Just like Olivia. Thank you.” David told Noel. David continued to wipe his eyes.

      “If you didn’t kill Susan. Who did?” Andrew asked after getting caught up on David’s journey that landed him on the plane. He was still wiping his face from the emotional testimony.

      “What did she die for is the question we should ask,” Justin said.

      “The reason why we’re on this plane,” Andrew said.

      “How so?” David asked.

      “It’s classified,” Andrew told him.

      “After I proved I’m innocent. I can’t know why I’m on my way to Jerusalem?” David asked.

      “You are new with your walk with The Lord. There are things in this world your spirit won’t believe,” Andrew told them.

      “After dying and going to Hell. I’m not doubting much of anything.” Justin told him.

      “You did what? Why didn’t you say that earlier? That's a testimony worth hearing,” Andrew said with enthusiasm.

      “I agree. Please tell us your story.” Noel asked him.

      “You seriously believe he died and went to Hell?” Nikki asked them.

      “Of course I do. I taught a near-death experience class before starting this current missionary. There have been many testimonies of people having near-death experiences and going to a supernatural realm on the other side. Stories like this remind my spirit to keep fighting for a Godly world. Every step I take is a step closer to The Lord's direction.” Andrew told Nikki.

      Justin looked at Nikki.

      “It’s not something I want to keep on remembering. Hell is so tormenting that I never want to go back there. It literally scared the Hell out of me.” Justin said.

      “Look, I’m sure he has an interesting story. But, right now, the three of us need to find out why Colin wants this Gath, and maybe some of us can get our lives back.” David told Noel and Andrew.

      Andrew looked at Noel. He didn’t like the idea.

      “We have our mission, and we will not deviate. I have to get back to my family,” Andrew told Noel.

      “Wait a minute. You can’t tell me you know that The Gath may be found, and you don’t want to go after it. Our current mission wouldn’t be an issue if we get to the Gath first,” Noel told Andrew.

      “Can someone explain what’s going on?” Nikki asked.

      “I’m not here to fight or go on a treasure hunt. We have to stop the current outbreak and not an ancient possibility.” Andrew said.

      “What outbreak?” David asked Noel.

      Thomas pointed at Noel.

      “They're your responsibility, but we are not changing course,” Andrew said.

      Andrew took a seat across from them. He extended his arm to give Noel the floor. The other disciples on the plane turned their attention to Noel.

      “The C.I.A. sent us to Israel to stop the spread of Ardent,” Noel said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            76

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ardent?” David asked.

      “The C.I.A. let a sample of it escape, and now they want to find the cure before it gets out of hand,” Noel said.

      “How did it escape?” David asked.

      “It’s classified,” Andrew said.

      “What is Ardent?” Justin asked.

      Noel looked at Andrew.

      “It’s classified.” He reminded Noel.

      “It’s only a matter of time before more people lose their spirit, and we won’t be able to hide it anymore,” Noel told Andrew.

      Andrew sat down again and gave Noel the nod.

      “What is Ardent?” David asked Noel.

      “The virus that comes from Gath,” Noel told them.

      “What is The Gath, and why is Colin chasing after it?” David asked.

      The Gath is the Anakim curse. Some say it is the curse of the giants. Their leader, Anak, made a deal with one of the King Serpent's demonic offspring. Moloch.” Noel said.

      “Wait. I’ve seen him.” Justin said.

      “Really? In Hell?” Andrew asked. He wanted to hear the story.

      “No. On the island before, I ended up in the hospital. They tried to kill me with his poison.” Justin said.

      “Are you serious? You weren’t lying about that,” Nikki told him.

      “I’ve been trying to tell you. They tried to kill me with his serpent juice, but I survived. I think they wanted to keep me silent,” Justin told Nikki.

      “Why would they try to kill you?” David asked.

      Justin shook his head and shrugged his shoulders.“I saw them get Moloch bites on their necks. They have the mark of the serpent influencing them to destroy people. He took over their souls.” Justin said.

      “If this is true. We must find where they're going,” Noel told Andrew.

      “We are not freedom fighters. We are archaeologists and scientists,” Andrew said, and the other disciples agreed.

      Andrew went down the line of the occupants.

      “A shepherd, a reporter, a counselor, and a preacher. And you want us to stop a demonic man being possessed by a snake spirit,” Andrew said as he shook his head.

      “Why is The Gath so important?” Justin asked.

      “Let me guess. It’s Classified!” David asked Andrew.

      “Exactly!” Andrew said.

      “That is the goal of the serpent and the reason he needs the power of The Gath to destroy the spirits of those with no hope. It is said to have the ancient blood of the last champion of Gath before a soon-to-be king killed him.” Noel said.

      “The last champion. What does a past champion have to do with today’s problems?” David asked.

      “There were times that giants once roamed the earth. It wasn’t because of their height that made them giants. It was the curse that made people fear them. When the last giant got defeated, his curse remained in the crown when his blood was absorbed in it after his head was chopped off.” Noel said.

      “Wait. I don’t get it. You know I’m new to the faith and the love of God. You have to tell me the story from the beginning,” David said.

      “All right. I’ll tell you the story of Anak and the Anakim Giants,” Noel told them. He pulled out a scroll and his laptop. He handed the scroll over to David.

      Noel played a classified C.I.A. video on his laptop.
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      The unknown text of The Dead Sea Scrolls brings to life a mysterious tribe of Canaanites.

      The tribes that fought over Canaan knew the Nephilim Anak as the Elephantine—known to wrestle with and eat elephants. His face was painted with elephant blood. His neck was covered with elephant teeth, and he crafted his weapons with ivory handles.

      His descendants became Canaanite extremists known as the Anakim—sons of Anak in their Phoenician language. The Anakim idolized and treated the serpent as sacred because it was known as the only animal to speak during creation. Anak carried a large black king Serpent around his shoulders to symbolize he was the tribe’s leader.

      The word spread around Canaan, God of the universe and protector of the descendants of Abraham, promised the Twelve Tribes of Israel, known as Israel’s Elites or the Israelites, the land of Canaan because God blessed it abundantly with milk and honey. It will be their nation after being freed from Pharaoh’s captivity. The Anakim didn’t want to share their land and became hostile towards God and weren’t afraid of the plaques he brought down on Egypt.

      Anak saw a comet burn in the sky, indicating that the fiery flying serpent was speaking to him. So he summoned the spirit of Moloch, one of the Serpent King’s infernal deceivers on earth. The evil in Anak's mind told the Anakim to set fire to the trees around them, but it rained every time. The Anakim knew they couldn’t defeat the Israelites. The domination of Anak over the Anakim and his vision of the fire in the sky intimidated the Anakim that the fire would win, but it continued to fail against God.

      The Anakim thought Anak lacked the fire in his heart because the flame in his chest was extinguished. The oil that sparked his motivation dried up. Anak was focused on being the enormous Nephilim of war and leading the Anakim over the other tribes in Canaan. Still, he forgot to pay attention to his oldest son, Sheshai.

      Sheshai became lost in seeking his father’s attention. He wanted his own identity and purpose.

      Sheshai found comfort in a rare red-horned viper when he was salvaging with the other Anakim. His eyes were attracted to seeing what he thought was a fiery flying serpent. The calling of Moloch created a talking infernal deceiver into their idol of the serpent. Moloch needed to feed on new flesh to grow, so he leeched on Sheshai. He knew Sheshai would be easy to deceive, and Anak was already doing the Serpent King’s work of hostility towards God and the Israelites.

      Sheshai’s heart burned for his father’s approval, but Anak was on a legendary quest. He left his offspring in the wild swindle of Moloch. Sheshai was fed poisonous ardent from Moloch’s fangs, depriving his spirit. Moloch told him it was confidence juice but a ploy to take over Sheshai’s mind and corrupt him. The confidence it gave him left him with a lack of free will. It was making him fearless, leaving a dark hole in his heart.

      His sudden confidence swayed the Anakim around Sheshai. They followed him as the ardent made Sheshai’s influence and hate stronger. Giving him influential power, but Sheshai wasn’t satisfied until he felt his father’s love. Moloch told Sheshai he could give him the love and power he was looking for if he let Moloch have his body and be his human sacrifice in the flesh. Moloch was tired of being a serpent cursed by God.

      Sheshai saw how the Anakim loved his father, and he desired his father’s attention. So Sheshai agreed to Moloch’s deal, but he wanted to feel more Nephilim power than his father.

      Moloch bit Sheshai on the neck and injected the ardent into his bloodstream. Sheshai outgrew his father and talked with more authority over the other Anakim. The authority in Sheshai’s voice had an intensity of hate inside him. The ardent gave him the fire his father didn’t have but the fire the other Anakim craved in their leader. The ardent gave Sheshai an inebriated heart, and Sheshai became arrogant and boastful. He was drunk with malicious intentions. The Anakim loved him for it. They wanted what he had, and he spread the ardent to his new followers when he spoke—creating a dialect of hate. They were hooked by the ardent on his breath, which fed into their spirit—slowly depressing their minds.

      Anak wasn’t proud of Sheshai’s new favor among the other Anakim. The other Anakim lost confidence in their leader, Anak, and a rebellion against Anak was discussed among Sheshai’s enthusiasts. Sheshai couldn’t see himself being responsible for his father’s death. He just wanted his love, but the others wanted an assurance in a protector after hearing what God did to Pharaoh in Egypt. The Anakim wanted a leader to defend themselves against the Israelites and their God.

      Moloch decided for Sheshai as part of his unknown commitment to Baal. Moloch didn’t tell Sheshai his mischievous plans.

      Moloch and several desert-horned vipers slid into Anak’s tent and attacked him. They filled him with a mixture of ardent from their fangs. It gave Anak a dangerously fast heart rate as six times the phospholipase from the ardent filled his bloodstream. Anak went into a violent seizure and had a stroke. His eyes slowly slipped out of his sockets, and blood oozed from his ears, mouth, and nose. His body swelled up from the ardent. His skin dried, and his brain melted away through his eardrums and nostrils. His soul was seen by the serpents, leaving his body and falling into the eternal realm of the deep to rest with the Serpent King.

      Sheshai and the Anakim found his body, and Moloch convinced Sheshai it was the Israelites who had a hand in his father’s death with the help of God. The Anakim knew it was supernatural magic when they saw the poisonous bacteria that made Anak’s body swollen. He was a disfigured organ, and an unnatural explanation for his passing created anxiety in the Anakim camp. Moloch created chaotic resentment around the camp, and the Anakim wanted revenge.

      Sheshai already lacked free will because his mind was desensitized from Moloch’s sweet confidence juice. He believed Moloch’s swindle, decided to take vengeance against the Israelites and promised to continue his father’s quest of Canaan. Anak became the standard by which other giants were measured.

      Moloch left Sheshai and his poison as a trap for the Serpent King. The Serpent took them captive to do his will in his fight against God. Sheshai was spreading the serpent's hate.

      When Moses dispatched spies to Canaan for 40 days, Moloch warned Sheshai that the 12 spies of Moses were coming to destroy him like they did his father, and it was time to let Moloch take over his spirit. Sheshai didn’t have time to remember his committed sacrifice to Moloch. Sheshai finished marrying a Canaanite woman named Orpah, the sister-in-law of Ruth, King David's great-grandmother.

      The serpent’s loyal, deceiving swindlers hissed that the spies were approaching quickly from the Negev desert.

      Moloch told Sheshai that God promised the Israelites they could conquer the land with its indigenous Canaanite nations, including the Anakim.

      Moloch told Sheshai he was sent with the fire to defeat the Israelites and their God from their Serpent, King of Hades. A task his father couldn’t do because he lacked the fire the serpents had in their possession. He needed his body.

      “The serpent can’t defeat God without a body,” Moloch told Sheshai as he hacked into his deprived mind.

      Sheshai nodded in his trance state of mind. He was looking into the red eyes of Moloch.

      Before the spies entered the Anakim camp, Moloch slithered around Sheshai’s torso. His tail squeezed firmly around Sheshai's neck for leverage. Moloch entered his mouth and took over his spirit, transforming his Nephilim physique into scales across his torso to resemble a Titanoboa. Sheshai was no longer himself but had the power and fire his father wanted.

      The spies of Moses were terrified and never moved in on the Anakim. Thinking Sheshai was their new leader, but he couldn’t move to harm the Israelites. The serpents of evil don’t have the authority to hurt God’s people.

      The scouts ran and reported to Moses and the other Israelites, that "the land was indeed flowing with milk and honey.” Still, ten of the twelve spies discouraged the Israelites from attempting to possess the land, for they reported that the men were taller, more robust, and more gigantic than the Israelites, and the sons of Anak dwelled in the land.

      Sheshai deceived the Anakim under the evil spirit of Moloch. Promising the Anakim, they would be rulers of all of Canaan if they worshiped the Serpent King and became anti-God.

      The ardent that he delivered from his breath governed the Anakim’s conscience. The invisible mist damaged their temporal lobe when he spoke, leaving the Anakim with an unnatural spirit called a serpentine attached to their far right.

      Moloch controlled the serpentines that spoke to the Giants without them knowing they were talking to themselves—choreographing them to hate the Israelites. The giants thought they heard voices. Instead, the serpentines turned them into prisoners of their minds. The talking giants terrified people when they invented ways of doing evil by showing no mercy to their opponents.

      The ardent spread into their hearts like fire, and the rest of the Canaanites followed. The ardent transformed their minds to be governed by their flesh. The ones that followed the Serpent and the flesh became known as the Philistines because of their Obstinate way of living in Lust and Impurity and being hostile towards God.

      The Anakim spread their serpent idolatry of Greed, Obstinate, Lust, Impurity, Addiction, Torment, and Hate. They were preparing for a war to take over God’s land in their slithery ways against the Israelites.

      Sheshai scared the Israelites away from Canaan for forty years, but Sheshai’s body could no longer fight the cancer Moloch placed in his spirit. His body went into overdrive with a fast heart rate followed by dilated pupils. Then, he suffered a heart attack. The cancer burned his heart inside out. Moloch escaped from his mouth with no one noticing his presence. The offspring serpentines of Moloch slowly killed off their host.

      A few months after Sheshai’s death. Orpah gave birth to a super Nephilim and named him Goliath—the only Nephilim with an ardent spirit gene. An infernal serpentine slowly grew in his heart. It was infecting the far-right side of his mind.

      Moses of the Israelites died after forty years, and a new leader completed the task of leading the Israelites into the Promised Land, taking possession of it, and making Orpah without a husband running with Goliath and the other Nephilim to other tribes that became Philistines.

      The Gath was known as the crown of Sheshai. It was passed down to Goliath as he became the most enormous Giant of his time. A descendant of Anak and Sheshai, with the serpent's evil burning his spirit as he grew and learned to be hateful. Goliath wanted revenge to end the Israelites until he hit rock bottom and was killed by a shepherd boy with a sling and a stone, making him the last Giant. The Ardent died with him. When the shepherd chopped off his head, the ardent that created the evil spirit of the last Giant remained in the blood of the Gath—the crown of the last giant.

      The video stopped and showed the current missionary:
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      "Which is why we call this mission." Andrew gave David a confidential folder that read:

      “G.O.L.I.A.T.H.” David said as he read the label and looked at Nikki. Nikki looked at Justin.

      "Goliath?" David questioned Andrew.

      "I don't get it. Like the Nephilim in the video?" Justin asked.

      "It's not about the giant. It's about the poison. The serpent juice. Isn't it?” Nikki questioned.

      “Ardent?” David added as he combed through the files of serpents, classified by their ardent D.N.A. The final page had a bronze snake crown that resembled Uraeus labeled 'Gath.'

      "Ardent is what we in the science world call it. The guys on the street termed it Serpent Juice." Andrew said with air quotes.

      "Anything impure to the body is part of the Serpent's juice feeding your flesh," Noel said.

      "Yeah, I'm familiar. I had my falls with it. The method of consumption varies by the consumer—the rich like to drink it. Mix with confidence or courage. The cool kids inhale it, but the real thrill seekers like the rush of the juice in their veins." Justin said as he regretfully remembered his guilty pleasure. He was rubbing his veinless forearms. Nikki slowly rubbed his back, recalling his darkest setbacks.

      "According to the scrolls. The Gath has the spirit of the last giant. Moloch has the right ardent to mix and mutate the D.N.A. of Goliath and create a new spirit. Another soul to lead people astray from God. He will need a body. The mutated D.N.A. can create one superhuman race of Nephilim with Goliath's intentions. They will look human, but inside would be a serpentine growing cancer inside them. Feeding their minds a new way to sin and be hostile against God. The Serpent can feed the flesh without killing the soul and giving the Serpent walking flesh. Then, the ardent from his lips will poison the minds of those seeking identity, community, and a purpose. Doing anything to the extreme for attention." Noel said.

      "Colin. He's the body." David said.

      The new believers looked puzzled as the Holy Spirit spoke to them, moving them in their destiny to do the Lord's will.

      "Unfortunately, if that's true. Colin won't know he's being used until it's too late." Noel said.

      "Too late for what?" Justin asked.

      "His spirit will be sold and used as the Serpent's puppet," Noel told them.

      "How do they get the serpentine out of their body?" David asked.

      "Royal Jelly is the only way to kill enough phospholipase from the ardent that a serpentine won't take someone's soul. They would still have free will." One of the missionaries spoke out.

      "So, there is no cure?" Justin asked frantically.

      “Moloch’s ardent is too powerful for any vaccine available to counteract the amount of phospholipase his venom feeds. He will have his army of non-believers. That's why we were tracking the ardent poisoning on Jekyll Island." Noel said.

      Justin looked at Nikki. They both realized the answer to the problems on Jekyll Island.

      "How do people get influenced?" Justin asked.

      "Hate and poison can spread rapidly. That's why you need to filter out your ears and only feed your soul with the word of God." Noel told them.

      "I told you he would know about the Gath," Nikki told David.

      "Noel is a Biblical specialist. He's a walking King James Version and a talking bible app." Andrew said.

      "I can help you start one. That's my kind of thing." Justin said.

      "Really?" Noel jumped with eagerness.

      "Yeah, we can call it U-Version," Justin said.

      Noel tried to grasp the idea.

      "Forget about the apps. How are we going to stop these guys?" David asked as he held up the photo with the Gath.

      "No! We're not equipped to go against any extremist in a Third World country. We have no allies in the West Bank. We have our mission. It's already complicated and dangerous." Andrew said.

      "What is the mission?" Nikki asked.

      "We work covertly to combat extreme international terror against God, Israelites, and Disciples. Lately, we have been tracking Government extremists that drink Serpent Juice. People are addicted to the basic serpent juice and dying from its poisonous ways. We found evidence of hearts being burned from the inside. We are trying to find a cure for the current outbreak of what we suspect is a strand of ardent on Jekyll Island." Noel said.

      Turbulence shook the plan. The seat belt lights came on. Everyone ignored it.

      "What about a cure? Why do you have to go all the way to Jerusalem." Nikki asked.

      "I wish it were that simple," Andrew said.

      "Jerusalem is the land of milk and Honey. To defeat something as strong as ancient ardent. We need honey oil from the holy land." Noel said.

      David looked around the plane and his surroundings.

      "Say I believe this C.I.A. stuff. It seems a little over the top for a little honey. Don't you think?" David asked Andrew and Noel.

      Andrew and Noel gave each other a hardened look. David turned around and looked at the two other believers. They didn't want to make eye contact with David. The silence and secrecy gave David an uncomfortable, anxious moment.

      "Am I missing something?" David asked.

      "He's in charge. This is his mission." Noel said as he pointed at Andrew. Everyone on the plane looked at Andrew for some clarity.

      "What's the problem?" Nikki asked Andrew.

      "Our research suggests we need seven hives of royal jelly with their queen bee. We must double the amount to ensure we have enough when returning to America." Andrew said.

      “The only problem is the hives are in the West bank. A country that hates Americans, Disciples, and Israelites. We are a pack of all three when we leave this plane." Noel said.

      "How do you expect to get the jelly?" David asked.

      Noel looked at the postcard he had stuck in his briefcase. He grabbed it.

      "Wait for Winter," Noel said as he looked at David.

      David, Noel, and the believers looked at Winter.

      "You think Winter is up for another distraction?" Noel asked David.

      "You can't expect us to join your mission when we have a mission of our own," Justin said.

      "What is our mission?" Nikki sarcastically asked Justin.

      "The way I see it. Colin is after the Gath and if the soul of the giant is for real. We need to discover what he plans to do with it. If it's hurting the people of Jekyll Island. Something stronger may do a lot worse." David said.

      "We must discover if Curtis's death is connected to this and why Colin tried to kill all three of us. What is he hiding or trying to cover up?" Justin told everyone on the plane.

      "I agree. Colin is up to something, and The Gath is the focus." Nikki said.

      "We only have seventy-two hours for our plane to be at a private hangar at Ben Gurion Airport. This plane leaves with or without us. We don't want to be stuck in a country that is not our home." Andrew said.

      "How about we split up? You said they are my responsibility. I'll take them to investigate The Gath, and you take those guys and get enough bees for our research." Noel told Andrew.

      Andrew turned his attention to David.

      "If I were you. I would take the blessing and live your life. Fighting against terrorism is not the life you want as a free man. That should go for you two, also. Stay out of America. This is not your fight, but if you want to risk your lives going after a crown that might exist. I'm not going to stand in your way. I have my orders. Noel, if you're not back in three days at 1900. We are not coming after you. We are leaving without you. Enjoy your freedom!" Andrew told them, mainly looking at David.

      "I became free when I gave my life to Christ. If I can stop a hypnotic virus that will turn people's minds into depravity. Kill people's spirits with hate. I need to have Faith in Christ that I'm doing something right. You can't turn back time, but you can turn back to Christ." David said.

      David looked at Justin.

      "Have Faith!" David told Justin.

      "You think it's a good idea to wonder about a country we know nothing about? Chasing an extremist looking for influence that listens to a serpent?" Justin replied.

      "I have to find out who killed Susan to prove my innocence. Then, find out what happened to Curtis. Even if it means killing the Serpent in the process." David said.

      Nikki placed her arm around Justin.

      "We can do this for Curtis. We save Lauren and others on Jekyll Island. Maybe even in America. Only the Lord knows. Have faith." Nikki told Justin.

      "If we're going to split. I should take Winter. We could use a distraction." Andrew told David.

      David looked at Winter. He rubbed her behind the ears.

      "You take good care of her," David told Andrew.

      Andrew shook David's hand.

      "You have my word," Andrew told him as he touched David's shoulder.

      The early Israel sun gleamed through the windows as the plane descended. The change of elevation increased their anxiety as land approached. A sudden mission of truth and searching for a killer or two gave everyone on the plane a reason to trust the Lord.

      "Please take your seats as we prepare to land." The pilot said over the loudspeaker.

      "No time to think about it. It's time to walk by faith." David told Justin.

      Justin answered him with an anxious stare. Nikki grabbed his hand and led him back to their seats.

      "It will be all right. We still have each other." Nikki told Justin as they sat down.

      "How do we know we can trust these guys?" Justin asked her.

      "We trust in the Lord. He's always watching. This may be one time he will use us for his good, according to His purpose." Nikki told him as she watched David walk back to his seat. They nervously smiled at each other when their eyes met.

      "If you say it like that. I will do anything for God for blessing me. I have seen the place of torment. I'm not going back." Justin told Nikki.

      Nikki smiled in the delight of her brother's faithful emotions.

      David sat in the back of the plane. Winter stayed with Andrew and slept. David felt his heart was in the right place as the plane touched the ground on the runway. His heart jumped as the aircraft bounced off the pavement and jolted.

      The plane continued to decrease speed, and the engine finally made the noise of a loud fan breaking down.

      David looked out the window for a glance at Israel.

      "God is good!" David said to himself.

      "We have three days at 1900," Andrew told everyone on the plane as it finally stopped.
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      David was the last to exit the plane. He stood on the stairs and gazed at the pink heavenly skyline. The Israeli sun burned his face as he wiped his damped forehead, surveying the private hangar at Ben Gurion Airport. He watched his friend Winter stretching her legs and flapping her tongue in the wind, with Andrew slightly trailing down the taxi.

      Andrew and the other missionaries accompanying him gathered around the first two of four vehicles on the runway. They were briefed by security, provided by the Israel Defense Force, as they loaded their gear. They were fitted with a bulletproof vest with 'Press' stitched on both sides. Andrew sat with Winter in the second vehicle.

      Nikki and Justin also changed their appearance to blend in with Israel. Justin anxiously looked at Nikki and entered the third vehicle. His heart pounded with anxiety. He was wondering where his special vest was.

      Background explosion shook everyone's core when they felt the sudden impact. The ripple effect on the ground shook their vehicles, rattled the windows, and vibrated the eardrums of Justin and Nikki as they ducked into the back seat. David ran down the stairs when he saw smoke from his viewpoint.

      Security took a tactical position around their vehicles. Drones flew overhead and zipped faster than a twinkle of an eye. The slight buzzing through the wind caught the attention of the spectators surveying the hot zone.

      David ran and met with Noel and another man when he approached Justin and Nikki's car.

      "David, this is Isaias," Noel said as he introduced them.

      David and Isaias shook hands. He joined Nikki and Justin in the back seat. Winter gave David a Canine smile from her view of him. Isaias took the driver's seat of their vehicle.

      "Isaias is a disciple in the Duvdevan Unit of the Israel Defense Force. I cashed in on a favor, and he brought a few of his buddies to help in this missionary." Noel told them as he reached the front seat, pointing to the vehicle behind them. Everyone in the back seat turned around out of curiosity.

      "It was the best I could do on short notice. We were supposed to provide cover while you guys gathered the needed hives. Now you guys added a monkey wrench. For me to stick my neck out like this. My job is on the line, but it's for the best." Isaias said as he followed the first two vehicles out of the private exit.

      "What do you mean?" David asked.

      "I got Isaias up to speed. He thinks we should go to The Knesset. Report our suspicions to his boss and maybe the antiquities authority. Israel takes stealing their artifacts seriously. But The Gath is no ordinary artifact according to the scrolls. As you already know." Noel told them.

      "It sounds like we are in a war zone. What was that explosion about? And why the security?" Nikki asked.

      "Canaanite protests have increased in the last few days. The Canaanites are furious about the alliance with the United States and Israel. Canaanite's resistance in the West Bank still believes the land of Israel belongs to them. The Israelites are the foreigners, and the Canaanites are the nationalists or natives of Canaan before the Israelites stole it. A deal with the United States means they are stuck in the land given to them by the Israelites. Conflicts continue to rise from the resistance, but Israel remains at peace with them by pushing them towards the West." Isaias said.

      "I remember that from their war history. They are on the West side of the Jordan River. That's why they call it West Bank!” Justin said as he finally understood his history class.

      "The war for Jerusalem never ended. The closer we get to the Holy City. The more extreme it seems to get. The Canaanites seek their state in the West Bank, with East Jerusalem as their capital. The Oslo Accords created the Canaanite Authority with limited self-governance of parts of the West Bank and a share of Jerusalem with a wall between them. The Zealots emerged and became the resistance of all of Israel. The new authority of Westbank. They started with their nationalism idolatry and accusing the Israelites of being on stolen land taken from Canaan. They became non-believers in Government under God, and The Zealots became the number one terror group on the C.I.A. international list. They have influenced extreme nationalism worldwide with people that don't like foreigners." Noel said.

      "That's why my unit and the Prime Minister of Defense counteract the terrorism at the Knesset in Jerusalem. Protect our borders. The Zealot's ideology is to kill and destroy the Israelites, believers, and Disciples. They blend in with the crowds, incite the demonstrators, and instigate attacks along the Jerusalem border." Isaias told them.

      "I can't believe they are still fighting to this day. Where does Israel stand?" Nikki asked.

      "Israel wants to keep Jerusalem because it's the original capital King David made for the original living God and descendants of the Israelites. Today, we have two countries fighting for the same land. The Israelites want to keep Jerusalem Holy for the original God of David. The O.G. Is what the Canaanites call Him." Isaias said as he followed the first two vehicles on the Ben Gurion Interchange. Hundreds of cameras, drones, and other artificial intelligence followed their every move.

      "How do we expect to find what we need at The Knesset? Israel's problems are not why we're here. We need to look for Colin." David told them.

      Isaias and Noel looked at each other.

      "You haven't told them?" Isaias asked Noel.

      Noel turned around to address the believers.

      "If the Gath is in Israel and Colin is on his way to smuggle it out. The Knesset has resources and a department that can help locate him. That's not the only problem. The Knesset can't figure out why the people of Israel and Westbank have the same contagious suffering from extreme hallucination and lack of free will at a rapid rate, just like the residents of Jekyll Island. Most of them lose some contact with reality, leaving them confused. Many have become incoherent and irrational to the point of acting delusional and paranoid. The media calls it extremism, but those affected only think from their far-right side. We found a connection with a high amount of phospholipase in their blood. We traced the D.N.A. from a specimen in The West Bank." Noel said.

      "That's why you guys need a cure. So people won't lose some contact with reality before more of it spreads. Stop extremism, nationalism, and hate. All the ways the serpent leads people astray." Nikki said.

      "Exactly. Something is turning people into extremism, and it's starting to be contagious for believers of government under God." Isaias said.

      "That's why the C.I.A. sent you guys all this way. Who's in charge? Why hasn't anyone heard of you guys?" Justin asked. Nikki poked him with her elbow.

      "That's classified!" Noel told him.

      "I heard that before," Justin said as he crossed his arms in frustration. David shrugged his shoulders with Justin. He made brief eye contact with Nikki.

      "How effective is the treatment?" David asked.

      Noel shook his head with slight disappointment.

      "We're still unsure, but we need pure honey from The West Bank. Something about royal honey that gives the body power to fight this virus: it worked well on a small scale, but we need a lot to produce a large vaccine. Andrew and the others must extract enough hives and enough queens to get ahead of the curve. We don't have the authority to take from the West Bank because the Zealots won't do business with a government under God. That's why this is a covert missionary to The West Bank. Smuggling from the West Bank is a death sentence under their laws. If we are caught, be prepared to lose your head." Noel said.

      "If the scrolls are correct and the crown still holds the bloodline of the last Nephilim. We need to go to the Knesset and see if we can use our resources and find the Gath first or this guy you are looking for." Isaias said.

      "Colin," David said.

      "Why would someone want to let out a virus like this knowing how bad it is?" Nikki asked.

      "Who wouldn't want to be a giant?" Justin said.

      "You have it wrong. It's not about the virus. It's about intellectual freedom. Don't let the serpent control you as he supplies you with the poison that will take over the right side of your mind." Isaias said.

      "He's joking, right?" David asked Noel.

      "I'm afraid not. The right side controls attention, memory, reasoning, and problem-solving. Once the serpent takes over with his poisonous breath, a cure would prevent your mind from getting clogged without ear filters. So you won't become extreme and have a lack of free will. You won't lose your thoughts and be fed a new system of influence. You will still be able to make your own decisions." Noel said.

      "The video on the plane didn't say anything about that, and you guys aren't worried?" David said as he saw signs guiding the convoy toward Jerusalem.

      An eagle in the sky caught David's attention. He watched it until it was no longer in his peripheral. He was hardly paying attention to the car conversation.

      "I know it sounds a lot. You still don't know half of it. Andrew was right. There are things your spirit wouldn't believe. You are still new on your journey to discipleship. There are demons and evil spirits among us every day, but we stay protected by the faith of the Lord. The Gath must be locked up in the C.I.A. vault and not smuggled into the wrong hands. Created into a bioweapon. Where a giant could control people's spirits with Goliath's intentions." Noel said.

      "Wait! There's a vault of all kinds of crazy things like this?" Justin asked.

      "That's Classified," Isaias told him.

      David laughed at the timing of Isaias' response.

      "Seriously!" Justin mumbled. Nikki poked him again. It didn't budge him as he thought about what could be in that vault. David continued to find amusement in Justin's frustration.

      David leaned back in his seat. Noel was right. David didn't know the fight he was up against. He kept his eyes on the clear Israel sky, looking for the eagle, hoping it was a sign from Him. Hoping The Lord was watching him.

      "Don't worry about it, man. I didn't believe it initially, but it is all outlined in the great book. The Basic Instructions Before Leaving Earth. If I believe in the Original God. I know the evil snakes are real. The Serpent King Devil will do anything to lead people astray from God." Isaias told David.

      "There are many things we all need to catch up on," Nikki said as she looked at Justin and David. David nodded in agreement as they pulled up at The Knesset.

      David looked up at the flags of Israel dancing with a clear view of heaven.

      "What do you need me to do, Lord?" David asked Him eagerly.

      It was the moment when David became a man after God's own heart.
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      Isaias led the group of believers to the lowest level of the Knesset. They left the private elevator and were met by Knesset Guards. Isaias showed his badge as they approached.

      “I need to speak with Abraham,” Isaias told the guards as one guard examined his identification.

      The Sergeant picked up the landline and had a conversation.

      “Who are they? Let me see some ID.” The Corporal asked the believers.

      “They’re with me. I’ll vouch for them,” Isaias told the Corporal with authority.

      Isaias and the Corporal had a brief stare-down. The Sergeant interrupted the awkward round of mad-dog ego boxing. He handed Isaias his credentials.

      “He said you know your way. Please have a seat outside his office. He’ll be with you soon.” The Sergeant told Isaias.

      Isaias and the believers continued their walk down the brisk hallway filled with photos of Israel’s historical prime ministers.

      David walked the hall of prime ministers with flashbacks of the photos of the prison warden’s faces on Hells Island. The memories faded as he rubbed his free hands.

      David stopped at a photo of King David that hung next to a map of Ancient Jerusalem underneath him. He read the phrase, ‘A man after God’s own Heart.’

      David looked up at the Lord and grabbed his heart. He felt inspired by the true King above, standing before the king of old Jerusalem. David felt he was starting his journey as the believers sat in a row of chairs outside a set of double doors.

      “What’s the plan? You don’t expect to tell the prime minister some extremist from America is probably here to get ancient DNA and recreate a Nephilim.” David said as he sat down across from Noel and Isaias.

      “You have a better idea?” Isaias asked.

      “Why does this concern the Disciples?” Nikki asked Noel.

      “Disciples want to protect the Holy Land and continue to spread God’s word as seeds of putting God first. When you put God first, every step has a purpose. When you keep God in front of you, He will always have your back,” Noel said.

      “God loves the world and to make the world a better place. It takes Disciples. That’s why we fight the Serpent King.” Isaias said.

      “We do it on a Supernatural level. Fighting a spiritual war.” Noel told them.

      “How do you become a Disciple?” David asked.

      “Repent, get baptized, and accept Jesus, son of God,” Noel told them.

      “Are you thinking about being a Disciple?” Isaias asked David.

      David shrugged his shoulders with a moderate head shake.

      “I haven’t thought about it until now. I can’t dodge the feeling that our lives are a time clock that only God knows. So when we serve Him. We can have faith, and God will bless us with eternal life—beginning today, tomorrow, and beyond. That’s what it means to have a second chance with Christ. If God got me out of my past. I can do all things through Christ as he strengthens me.” David said.

      “God equals everlasting love no one can take away. If that’s not love. I don’t know what love is.” Nikki said.

      Justin grabbed David’s elbow to get his attention.

      “Can I talk to you guys?” Justin asked David and Nikki.

      The believers walked over to the picture of King David.

      “What is it now?” Nikki asked Justin.

      “You can’t be serious about joining these guys. How do we know we can trust them and that this is not a trap for getting on the plane? What if they’re about to turn us in? We’re still fugitives.” Justin told them anxiously.

      “God saved you. God saved me. He gave us both a second chance. We don’t owe him anything. That’s the best part. But he needs us. It’s time we fulfill our destiny and give the world a second chance. Before it’s too late. The Lord needs more disciples.” David told Justin.

      Prime Minister Abraham opened the door to his office.

      “Isaias. You and the Pastor. This way.” Abraham demanded, motioning them the command gesture with his fingers.

      “We’ll be back!” Noel told the believers as they met with the Prime Minister of Defense.

      The new believers took a seat with their hearts pounding. Anxiety covered their body as they wondered if Justin’s paranoia would end their journey.
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      "Have a seat," Abraham told them.

      Isaias and Noel took a nervous seat before Prime Minister Abraham Mankowitz.

      "Isaias. This better be good. President Grump is visiting, and I need to get things in order. Security must be tight." Abraham told him sternly. His tone told them how irritated he was being interrupted during lunch.

      "Sir, I'll let Noel fill you in on what's going on," Isaias said—quickly giving the floor to Noel.

      Abraham turned his attention to Noel.

      "Go on! I'm missing my lunch." Abraham sternly instructed but reminded them what time it was for him.

      Noel looked at Isaias, disappointed at being shelved in the lion's mouth.

      "I'll start from the beginning," Noel said.

      "Please do!" Abraham said as he crossed his arms with frustration.

      "I'm a retired Biblical archeologist and researcher turned author who writes about our God of second chances for state prisons in America. One day, I was on my farm in Texas. I was preparing my sermon for a planned trip with my church on Jekyll Island. I received a mysterious package with no return address or tracking number to trace it. When I reluctantly opened it. I pulled a phone out. It ranged, and I answered it. A cryptic voice told me my archaeologist background would be needed on Jekyll Island since I was on my way there. A car would pick me up from the airport. At first, I thought a guy at church was playing a joke on me. But the phone went dead after that phone call." Noel said.

      "Then what happened?" Abraham asked as he leaned back in his chair.

      "When I landed on the Island. A car picked me up like I was told and took me to a medical lab. It was on a military base in Savannah. I met with Quinn Rees. Director of National Intelligence to the United States." Noel said.

      "Yeah. I know who she is. We had a few conversations." Abraham said.

      "She recruited Andrew and I after a rise of extremists overdosing on serpent juice, and an autopsy showed a serpentine was causing an impure cancerous heart in one. No one had found a serpentine in a body until Jekyll Island. That's why I was called. We biopsied the serpentine, took a sample from the venom canal, and found it had an Ardent toxin that caused the heart attack. Ardent is an ancient D.N.A. from an old serpent with a high amount of phospholipase. Analyzing the D.N.A. found to be an ancient serpent only found in Ancient Canaan. We found that a small sample of royal honey eliminated the ardent from taking over your spirit and turning it impure. Quinn had an idea after she saw the evilness of the serpent. She formed a special group of believers. To focus our fight on the dark evil in this world. Andrew, Quinn, and I called us The Disciples of the C.I.A. Focused on fulfilling God's purpose and being the salt of the earth and the light of the world." Noel told him.

      "So that's where you're headed. On a suicide mission to the West Bank. Looking for serpents, honey, salt, or whatever? Somehow, you convinced and dragged one of my own to go with you." Abraham said to Noel. He turned to Isaias.

      "You came here with a bunch of foreigners? You promised to help them smuggle honey from the land we are trying to make peace with? Using our resources for a side agenda. Give me a reason I shouldn't take your badge?" Abraham said.

      "I've known Noel for a long time. I owe him a lot. I offered when Noel asked for insight on possible honey farms, but unfortunately, there aren't any on this side of Jerusalem. You know that?" Isaias told Abraham.

      "I know the back roads to a honey farm in Almog. That puts them out of the city in an Israelite-friendly town. It was supposed to happen tonight. Covert. No one will get hurt. I had a plan, but that's not the problem." Isaias told Abraham.

      "Then what's the problem? This better be good. I'm losing my patience." Abraham said.

      Isaias pointed back to Noel. He was again avoiding eye contact with both men.

      "Andrew and I don't have a background in bees or serpents. The night before my sermon, Andrew and I had dinner with Quinn. She introduced us to our team of Disciples, including a bee expert and a naturalist. They would help us get a good batch of queen bees and find any serpents that may have any ardent like what we found on Jekyll Island. Seven of us plus a registered python sniffing service dog." Noel said as he changed his posture.

      Abraham gave Noel an impatient look. His temper was rushing Noel to the point.

      "I received a postcard after dinner that said to wait for Winter. It seemed like my spirit was being spoken to, but I couldn't understand what it meant until I got to the airport. Three of the seven, including our service dog, didn't arrive at the airport. They got food poisoning at the restaurant on the Island. Then, our plane was delayed because a dog was running wild on the runway, and it was Winter. She showed up with the new believers we met. One of the new believers said they heard someone from Jekyll Island was coming here to retrieve an ancient artifact named The Gath, with a serpent that may be the cause of the tainted Serpent Juice killing people." Noel said.

      "The what?" Abraham asked.

      "The Gath is a biblical artifact that some say holds the D.N.A. of a Nephilim that can be multiplied if it got into the wrong hands," Noel said.

      "Not that. The Serpent Juice." Abraham said.

      "The serpent Juice tastes good but makes you feel worse later. So that you can get the urge to taste it again, but it kills your spirit on the inside, but this new batch is tainted like the one on the Island but twice as strong." Noel said.

      "Say I somewhat believe your far fetch story. Why are you here?" Abraham asked.

      Noel pointed and turned the floor back over to Isaias.

      Isaias nervously felt the cold eyes focused on him.

      "I believe there may be an auction for the Gath. Let’s seek guidance from the Antiquities Authority?" Isaias said.

      "Negative. I won’t ring the alarms based on some believers on an island looking for deadly serpents. I've never heard of such an artifact,” Abraham told Isaias.

      Abraham turned to Noel.

      "How credible are these new believers? Do you trust them?" Abraham asked Noel.

      "I believe The Lord told me to wait for Winter. She came with the new believers, and I trust the Lord with all my heart." Noel confidently spoke to Abraham.

      A cold chill circled the room that wasn't there before. It cooled down the tempered prime minister.

      "All right. Let's see what they have to say. Bring in the new believers?" Andrew told Noel.
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      The believers gathered around the chair behind Noel and were judged quietly by Abraham.

      "Prime Minister," Noel said as he raised his hand.

      Abraham held up his hand to stop him.

      "Please. Abraham. We're family here in Israel if you're a believer." Abraham said.

      "Sorry," Noel said respectfully.

      Abraham bowed his head and acknowledged Noel's hospitality.

      "Abraham. This is David, Justin, and Nikki from Jekyll Island. Recent events in their life made them new believers that set them on a journey." Noel said.

      "Really? What part of your journey brings you three to Israel?" Abraham asked them.

      Justin looked at Nikki. Then he turned his anxious attention to David.

      The Lord spoke to David, instructing him what to say.

      "Faith," David said as he looked at Justin.

      "Faith!" Justin replied, confidently looking back at David.

      "Without faith. It is impossible to please God." Noel said. The new believers were stunned by Noel's response. They knew The Lord was presently leading their journey.

      Andrew looked at Noel. He didn't like what seemed to be a rehearsed routine or miraculously perfect timing.

      "You came all this way for faith. The three of you look like lost puppies. I hear you are chasing serpents and artifacts. We take the theft of our heritage seriously. Do you know of any illegal operation that may be going on?" Andrew asked.

      Noel and Isaias looked at the believers, and they put the spotlight on David.

      He noticed the believers focusing their attention on David. Abraham gave his attention to David and waited for an answer.

      David never thought of himself as a leader. He hated being the only voice, but he knew The Lord had his back.

      "We are looking for a man fascinated with serpents, money, and popularity. He wants influence and will kill to get it. Justin had a run-in with the man we are chasing back on the island. We believe he may already be here, and he’s not here for faith." David said.

      "What has he done? What happened between you two?" Abraham asked Justin.

      Justin pointed his nervous eyes to the ground. The office turned their attention to Justin. Nikki elbowed him.

      “I’d rather not talk about it," Justin said, looking slightly at Abraham.

      "Are you guys bounty hunters? Is he a fugitive? I can't get other departments involved based on the words of foreigners off the street. I want to hear about this, Gath. What evidence do you have that he's here for the wrong reasons?" Abraham asked.

      The believers looked at each other. Then they looked at Noel.

      "We don't have any physical evidence," David muttered.

      "Then I can't help you. You guys are wasting my time." Abraham said. The office could hear the frustration in his voice.

      "Abraham." Isaias tried to speak.

      Abraham held up his hand to cut him off.

      "Don't get me started with you. You walk in with foreigners on an illegal bounty hunt. I should have your badge—shame on you, Isaias. I suggest you all enjoy your freedom while you still have it. Messing around with this guy will get you killed or in jail." Abraham scolded.

      The frustration in Abraham's voice was felt in the guts of the spirits on the receiving end.

      "Paster Noel. I know you have your mission. I'm not going to stop you or hinder American research. I'm sorry you are wasting your time with Isaias. I'll pray you'll make it back to America safely and find what you are looking for," Abraham told Noel.

      "Thank you," Noel said.

      Abraham turned to Isaias.

      "Isaias. It's your day off. If you want to die or go to jail. Don't come running back. You never came to my office. I don't think a serious and credible threat against the Israelites exists. Bring me evidence, and then we'll talk." Abraham told him.

      "I understand, sir!" Isaias respectfully replied.

      "I have work to do. If you excuse me!" Abraham said as he made a gesture toward the door.

      David opened the door for Justin and Nikki. He held it while Noel shook Abraham's hand. Isaias didn't make eye contact with his boss, but he felt his cold, disappointed eyes following his every step, stalking him as he followed Noel back into the hallway. David turned to follow.

      "David," Abraham said.

      David turned around. Abraham waved him over.

      "Sir!" David said as he stopped in front of Abraham's desk.

      "Don't let faith take away your freedom," Abraham said.

      "I got my freedom when I gave my life to Christ," David said as he placed his hand over his heart.
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      David walked out of Abraham's office and nervously followed behind the believers into a secluded elevator. Noel was holding the door for David as Isais hurried him along. Isaias peeked out the doors before swiping his badge and tapping a button on the elevator pad.

      “What are you thinking about?" Noel asked Isaias.

      "I don't know. I feel it in my heart. I have to be part of this. You have done so much for me. This is the least I can do for you." Isaias told Noel as the elevator stopped and the doors opened.

      "Keep your head down and follow me," Isaias instructed as he led Noel and the believers through a Knesset computer laboratory. David noticed the Knesset agents were tracking the cameras and drones from their cubicles. The busy call center was kept soundless, like a library. No one looked up to notice the new faces. David looked around and saw a camera pointing at the elevator they had exited. David saw a person in charge who walked around his employees. He also failed to locate the intruders in his domain.

      Isaias swiped his badge to the training room. David was the last to enter, and Isaias shut the door behind them.

      "What's going on?" Noel asked Isaias.

      "I'll explain later. Justin. Follow me." Isaias anxiously said as he dashed to the central computer controlling a projector screen on the opposite side of the wall.

      "I don't know how much time we have, but we must work fast. I promised I could help you find the guy. I may lose my job, but without faith. It is impossible to please God." Isaias said as he looked at Noel.

      "Amen!" Noel said.

      "What are we doing here?" David asked, looking at the Hebrew writing on the wall. David looked around the training room as Isaias turned on the computer. A blue screen with the word 'Legasus' appeared. The projector on the wall reflected the monitor. The room of believers became curious as the server asked for a username and password.

      Isaias typed away to gain access to the software.

      "This, my friend, is Legasus. A spyware we developed that can be covertly installed on any device. Legasus can read text messages plus solid at, tracking calls, collecting passwords, and location tracking. It can access a person's device's microphone and camera and harvest information from apps. Our technicians figured a way to make a Trojan horse that can fly through the air to infect cell phones." Isaias said with air quotes.

      "I don't know squat about computers or where to start. But I bet you can." Isaias told Justin.

      "Sounds exciting. I'm lost. I don't know where to start either." Justin said as he paused.

      "I mean. I can work on the program. I don't know what to look for." Justin muttered to clarify.

      "Give us some ideas on how your unit uses it," Noel said.

      "This information is classified, so this doesn't leave this room," Isaias warned them.

      The believers became intrigued. Justin paused with anticipation. The excitement radiated on him for his first piece of classified information.

      "We use Legasus for surveillance of the Zealots all the time. We tracked journalists and political leaders from several nations worldwide that may threaten the Israelites." Isaias said as Justin typed away like a young kid playing a video game. Isaias sparked an idea for Justin.

      "Wow! They have facial recognition on here." Justin said as he scanned for faces in various parts of Israel.

      "We use it to look for potential suicide bombers with Zealot ties," Isaias said.

      "This is insane!” Justin said as he worked on Legasus. The believers followed along with him on the projector.

      "We were never here, but we must hurry up," Isaias said as he walked over to the window by the door and peeked out the shades.

      "I still don't know where to start," Justin said as he kept getting familiar with Legasus.

      David walked over to help Justin. Nikki and Noel continued to watch on the projector.

      "What can you do? How does it work?" David asked Justin.

      "If I can find a picture of Colin. I can get his picture, run it through Legasus, and have it track him throughout Israel." Justin said enthusiastically.

      "If he likes influence and popularity. I'm sure he has the latest social media profile. Type his name on all the American social media sites. Let's start there." David said.

      "I've been trying to find a profile. They are private or shut down. I don't think we're the only ones looking for Colin." Justin said.

      "What do you mean?" Isaias asked.

      "It's classified!" Justin said with a smile as he continued to play around with Legasus.

      David smiled and looked at a nervous Isaias. He held up his hand.

      "He's joking." David defended Justin's humor.

      "I can't find a picture of him," Justin said.

      "Without a picture or any information to go on. We might as well be chasing a ghost." Isais said as he made a second trip to the training room window. He peeked out the closed blinds. He saw the Corporal Knesset guard from earlier walking around the computer room with another Knesset guard.

      "We need to hurry up. We don't have much time." Isaias said nervously as he jumped back towards Noel and the believers.

      David knew time wasn't on their side.

      "What else can we go on?" David asked.

      "The Gath!" Noel said as he walked over to David and Justin.

      "Look into the dark web and cross-reference anything about The Gath. He can't be the only one interested in an ancient crown. No matter if they believe the scrolls or not. If it's worth something, someone is talking about it." Noel said as he watched Justin follow his instructions on the projector. Isaias and Nikki also watched. David stood by Justin's side. He gave him a boost of confidence.

      "Got something," Justin said.

      Everyone around Justin had their heart sunk into their lap with the intensity of what Justin had revealed to them on the projector.

      "Astray?" David said as he questioned what he read on the dark web image board.

      "Focused on leading the people," Justin said as he read the catchphrase.

      "What is this?" Nikki asked.

      "Basically, it's a platform of anonymous users that talk, sell, or give advice on the dark web—leading people astray with no names or accountability. A message board that has no rules and few consequences. People can and say just about anything they want anonymously." Justin said.

      "What does that have to do with the Gath?" David asked.

      "The Gath comes up a lot on this site," Justin said as he typed away.

      The believers in the training room watched Justin's actions on the projector. No one understood what he was doing. They stood anxiously as Justin combed through the site files using a backdoor hack from Legasus.

      "I'll just hack into their server," Justin said delightedly.

      "You sure you know what you're doing?" Isaias asked him.

      "Trust me. He knows what he's doing." Nikki said with a bit of embarrassment.

      "Relax. I got this." Justin said passionately, as he did before—many times, for Curtis as his tech guy.

      "Here we Go!" Justin said as the projector displayed a countdown for twenty-three hours and a picture of a giant black serpent, leaving the believers with added questions and no solved mysteries.

      Isaias looked out the closed window and saw the Knesset guards had moved closer to their location.

      "We have to go!" Isaias said as he led Nikki and Noel out a back door of the Knesset.

      "Shut it down!" David told Justin as he waited for him.

      Justin took a flash drive from the desktop. He placed it in the USB slot on the monitor. Justin downloaded Legasus.

      "We don't have time for that," David said.

      "We don't have any other resources out here. If we have Legasus. We have a fighting chance." Justin said as the transfer reached fifty percent.

      David went to the window. He saw the Knesset guards that Isaias saw. One was a few steps away from the training room.

      "It better be quick," David said as he looked at the guard.

      The transfer was at seventy percent.

      The Knesset guard looked in David's direction. David closed the blinds.

      "We have to go!" David told Justin.

      "Almost there," Justin said as he saw the transfer was at ninety percent.

      "David looked out the window again.

      The Knesset Guard was conversing with the floor supervisor. The other Knesset guard joined their conversation. The three Knesset employees stood curiously questioning the movement behind the blinds.

      The Knesset guards approached the training room.

      "It's now or never. We have to go!" David said as he rushed to the computer.

      "Done!" Justin said as he did a hard shut-down on the computer.

      They heard the keypad unlock the door from the other side.

      "Let's go!" David said as he grabbed Justin by the elbow and led him after Isaias and the other believers, escaping through the emergency exit of The Knesset
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      The wheels bouncing off the pavement woke the private plane of serpent followers. Colin surveyed the deserted Airport, controlled by the Zealot rebels. They made their presence known and intimidated the privately closed airport by walking around with their riffles and conducting various illegal businesses.

      Colin exited the plane with a starched towards the West bank sky. Ethan stayed on his waistline, almost catching a fist from Colin as he smelled the air.

      "You smell that?" Colin asked Jason as he joined behind Ethan.

      "Yeah, smells like death," Jason said as he kept his eyes on the rebels' riffles.

      "It smells like money and opportunity," Colin yelled as a limousine pulled up with a passenger bus.

      "Looks like our rides here," Colin said as a humanoid escort from the passenger seat opened their door.

      "Now that's what I call service," Jason said as he walked ahead of Colin to their limousine. The lost spirits and Colin's other swindlers went on the bus.

      "Good morning, Mister Dupree." The humanoid escort said as she scanned his face with her built-in facial recognition software.

      Jason was unaware of the humanoid's lack of emotions because he lusted over her features. He tried to undress it with his eyes, but Colin and Ethan joined him in the back seat.

      "What kind of business requires armed security like this?" Ethan asked.

      "We are in a land full of conflict. The Canaanites are protecting what's theirs." Colin said.

      The two humanoids started the drive to the city, following the bus of lost souls.

      "Try not to kill us. Thank you!" Ethan said as he buckled his seat belt.

      "The locals aren't the ones with a plane ride home." Colin sarcastically told Ethan.

      Colin felt Ethan's concerned spirit grasping for hope as they stared at each other's dark souls.

      "How well do you know this dude?" Jason asked Colin as he felt the tension in the vehicle without taking his eyes off the humanoids.

      "Enough. I wouldn't be out here for no reason. These guys love money. They need money to fund their war. Money is something I can find." Colin said. He is taking his attention away from Ethan.

      "Hope this trip is worth it?" Jason said.

      "Power, respect, and influence are always worth it," Colin said.

      "Yeah, but can these guys be trusted? You know their reputation. All the risk falls on us." Jason said.

      "That's why no one has ID. They can't trace what they don't know." Colin said as the busy West Bank streets congested their ride through the city.

      Moloch opened his eyes as he hung around the neck of Colin.

      "Soon, you both will see the power of influence. When I get my giant." Moloch told Colin, the only hearer of the deceiver, as the ride stopped in front of a luxurious Ramallah hotel.
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      The soul bus got lost in the West Bank crowd.

      Colin forgot them as he and his entourage were groomed with the red carpet treatment.

      Two humanoids opened the doors for them as they entered the members-only casino. Another humanoid greeted them as they walked towards guest services. The intelligent Humanoid scanned their faces with her facial recognition software.

      “Good morning, Mister Bigley and Mister Dupree.” The Humanoid said when she addressed them. The Humanoid scanned Ethan.

      “Mister Patel. Good morning.” It addressed Ethan.

      “Morning,” Colin said with an impressive smile. He looked at Jason. The Humanoid amused him.

      “Mister Devel will be with you shortly. Please enjoy the bar with our popular serpent wines you can’t find elsewhere. We also have games and entertainment. All complimentary for being a guest of Mister Devel. Just show your serpent QR code to the swindler at the Booth.” The Humanoid host told them. She stamped their hands with a QR code of a serpent curled up into a number six.

      “Thank you,” Colin said as he looked around the large indoor amusement park. The idolization of the beast was displayed around Serpent City, according to the massive sign at the exit doors. Jason sat at the bar sipping on several samples of Serpent wine.

      Ethan found himself amazed by the swindler on the bullhorn announcing the main event for the annual World’s Largest Rattle Serpent Roundup.

      Other worshippers enjoyed many entertaining festivities with different serpent booths. The eyes couldn’t tell who was a human from the humanoids around the breathtaking view of Sin City Ramallah.

      Colin walked around Serpent City and admired the booths that entertained the guests. Many sipped from the phages of various serpents after they had been milked.

      Colin got lost when his sinful flesh took over. He joined a few serpent activities as he waited for his host. He was donating his money for his sinful pleasure. Colin walked to the bar as Jason finished another round of Serpent wine.

      “Take it easy on that stuff. It will kill you.” Colin told him.

      “Then why do we sell it?” Jason asked.

      “That’s not the point,” Colin said as he held his hand to the bartender.

      The Humanoid walked over and saw his serpent hand. Then it scanned his face.

      “What can I get you today, Mister Bigley?” The Humanoid asked him.

      “Whatever he’s having,” Colin told it. He looked at Jason with a hypocritical smile.

      The Humanoid poured a colorful serpent wine into a fancy serpent glass. It dropped a dead scorpion in it. It gave the drink to Colin. He was still unaware of the unusual Humanoid that stood across from him. The serpent wine fogged his mind from reality. The taste made Colin speechless as it burned his soul.

      “It’s good stuff, isn’t it?” Jason asked him as he took another sip and became lost from his consciousness over the serpent wine. After their flesh was fed. The host was ready to meet as he watched them from his surveillance cameras.

      A humanoid escort approached Serpent City’s guest.

      “Mister Devel will see you now.” The Humanoid told them.

      She led them to the penthouse, leaving Ethan behind in his sinful desires.
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      The doors opened to the penthouse with a view of Jerusalem’s skyline. The shiny gold dome of the rock sparkled off the sun’s rays from the afternoon heat. The man on the balcony turned his attention to the sound of the elevator closing.

      “Gentlemen, Welcome!” Baal said as he shook their hands. He wore his signature green scarf that only showed his yellow eyes. His green Zealot abaya robe covered the rest of his body. Gold diamonds around the collar caught the eyes of the two, seeking the status of the rich and famous.

      “Mister Devel,” Colin said as he shook his hand.

      “Please. Call me Baal.” Baal told them as he shook Jason’s hand.

      This is an excellent place you have here.” Jason said as he fantasized over the humanoids.

      Baal noticed Jason’s interest but wondered if it was more of his curiosity.

      “They’re humanoids,” Baal told him as he sipped serpent wine.

      “They’re what?” Jason asked.

      “I might as well get straight to business, follow me,” Baal told them.

      He led them through his luxurious penthouse with serpents everywhere, slithering freely in the atmosphere. A few of his worshipers idolized various serpents as they milked them. They then sipped the poison and let it take over their spirit.

      Baal led Colin and Jason to his massive study hall. A few of Baal’s loyal serpent worshipers and humanoids also followed him inside his house of sin.

      Baal led his worshippers around his business table, where his three-dimensional blueprint of a new city, Jerusalem, was displayed.

      “This, my friends, is what I call Sin City Jerusalem,” Baal told Colin and Jason.

      “I don’t understand. A casino in Jerusalem. What’s the point?” Jason asked.

      “Next to the gold dome,” Colin said as he pointed to the large new Jerusalem display. He was as confused as Jason.

      “If you want influence. If you want people on your side. This is how you get them. Make them feel comfortable in their skin. Not hide who they are. SINNERS!” Baal told them.

      “I got it. House of sin.” Jason said as he tried to theorize with Baal.

      “I don’t understand. What do you want from me?” Colin asked.

      “I want to bring what I have downstairs plus all you see here to replace what is blocking my view over there,” Baal said as he pointed to the Dome of the Rock.
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      "You want to bring a Sin City to a holy city. You'll never get that kind of influence. You’re insane." Colin slightly chuckled.

      Baal slammed his fist on the table and startled everyone in the room with his rage. Hearts felt the impact in their throats. The intensity raised the hairs on their skin.

      "That's the point. The Israelites have the world brainwashed with their faith in the Original God of the universe." Baal yelled. The buildings on his blueprint shook as an earthquake rattled it with his voice.

      "How do you expect to bring a sin tourism hub like Dubai, Amsterdam, and Vegas to a place where people come to worship? You want to eliminate faith and praise sin in Jerusalem. It's just hard to imagine. He didn't mean any disrespect." Jason said as he tried to do his job and defend Colin.

      "I'm glad you asked," Baal said as he gave a signal to one of his swindlers.

      A new inactivated humanoid was rolled out of the backroom and was displayed for the crowd. The android brought curiosity to the room of spectators.

      "These are humanoids, directly from my Chinese acquaintances. Each one has a unique digital imprint. Down to their veins and the sweat on their skin. They are programmed with artificial intelligence to deceive anyone. The software we are using connects through their eyes.

      Everything it sees, it records back to our servers in real-time. I can override any humanoid from my app. Infiltrate any crowd and detonate them to take out as many Israelites as possible. The best spy money can buy. But, unfortunately, they are still flawed." Baal said.

      "They have me fooled. Sounds expensive." Jason said.

      "What's the problem?" Colin asked.

      "They are manufactured and lack emotion. They can't love to sin or hate. Just whatever I tell them because these artificial sin bots don't have hearts. It's hard to lead people astray, but I fixed that. Thanks to you." Baal told Colin. He rubbed his hands with evil enthusiasm.

      "What do you mean?" Colin asked.

      Baal directed his assistant to open the door again. One of the lost souls Colin brought stood among them, lifeless and resembling his humanoid counterpart.

      "My fellow Zealots and I have found a way to use artificial intelligence in humans. I call them 'NONES' because they are not traceable. Once we put the chips in their brain through their ear, they become artificial intelligence with no digital imprint. They are much better than the Humanoids because they are untraceable. Like a Humanoid two point zero." Baal said with a devilish grin. The pupil in his yellow eyes disappeared.

      Jason rushed at the opportunity to examine the None. He was missing the opportunity to see Baal in his original origin. He hovered his hands across the face of the None's lifeless body. The soul was lost.

      "What happened to him?" Jason asked.

      "We deceived them and took away their identity. We stressed out their mind and erased their memory. They were Rejected from society, so they have no origin and direction like a kid without a father. I separated them from the Original God. Just like I plan on doing to the Israelites and all followers of their O.G.," Baal said as he slowly deceived the minds of the room.

      "Nones? Why do you need Nones?" Colin questioned.

      Baal pointed towards Israel. Rage boiled his face as the city walls obstructed most of the view.

      "Their God is their law. Same principles you share in America. In God, we trust." Baal mocked the two Americans at his party. Baal's swindlers joined in his amusement.

      "I don't want to trust their God in Canaan, but they are trying to move their worship ways on my people. My people need to trust in freedom. Their God took away our land years ago, and now they are trying to move back in. This is my land. Our land." Baal shouted as he corrected himself for his swindlers. The anger in his throat deceived the minds of the ones he hosted. The deceived ones agreed with their idol in worship.

      "We don't want those foreigners moving in on what they stole from us. I made these Nones so that I can bring in a Sin City. Corrupt the old city with non-believers in their God. 'NONES.' Divide and then conquer the worshipers of the Original God." Baal said as he pointed to the lost soul. The inactivated NONE eyes blinked and startled the room of curious spectators.

      "I don't understand. How did he get like this? This sounds…" Jason tried to say as he wanted to speak his conscious mind.

      "What do you plan to do with the ones besides stressing them out?" Colin asked when he interrupted Jason. Colin wanted to leave the penthouse with his mind still belonging to him. He ignored Jason looking at him.

      "Flood Jerusalem with new faces to resist everything Israel. Infiltrate and lead their holy people astray. I'm losing foot soldiers because advanced Israelite technology recognizes my Zealots as potential threats or terrorists. This is our answer to their technology. These Nones are cheaper and more reliable than the Humanoids. They will pass their facial software because they can't be identified. Buying Humanoids is becoming too expensive to blow up. There's also the chip shortage that's been holding up production. But I took your idea to use lost souls that can't be identified. Like what you call your group." Baal said as he snapped his fingers, trying to think of their name.

      "Pride boys," Colin said to remind him.

      "I like the casino idea. The blueprint looks great. Looks way better than what I've seen in Dubai." Colin said as he looked over the blueprint.

      "The revenue would be through the roof. Did I mention we can even charge a sin tax?" Baal asked.

      "We. You're not considering investing, are you? I thought we came for other business?" Jason asked Colin.

      "I don't need investors, but I'm always open for business. I haven't fully made my pitch, but we can work something out. Think about all the side money you can make without the work." Baal said as he tried to get him to understand his angle.

      "I don't think people will be led astray from faith and lose money in their sins," Jason told Baal.

      "Their O.G. used witchcraft, cursed my people, and took our land away. He took it away because the Canaanites weren't ashamed to sin. My people were impure, and we enjoyed every minute of it. Our sinful actions made their God mad. He cursed us and helped the Israelites destroy us. It was genocide, and I want Canaanite revenge by putting a sinful city in Jerusalem. If I can't hurt their God, I will hurt the ones he loves. I will take my revenge on the Israelites. That will anger the O.G.," Baal said as he plotted revenge.

      The room was quiet as Baal became the center of attention.

      "What proof you have God cursed you?" Colin asked.

      Baal held up his hand to silence Colin.

      "We don't say his name. Like many others, we refer to the higher power as The O.G. and are chosen not to acknowledge his existence. We serve ourselves, and he's not the authority over us." Baal said as he walked over to a bull's head that hung on the wall. He tugged on the ring around the bull's nostrils, which elevated to reveal a hidden safe. The room of swindlers watched as he entered the combination.

      Baal removed a stone wrapped in clear protective plastic. Then, he returned to the swindlers with the tablet.

      "One of my Zealots found this tablet after an archeologist lost this discovery on Mount Ebal. Not too far from here." Baal said as he gave the mysterious tablet to Colin.

      Colin looked it over. He tried to give it to Jason, but he refused to mess with anything that concerned a curse.

      "I'm good," Jason said, holding his hands up and backing away.

      "I forgot. He's sometimes superstitious. I can't read what it says. How do you know it's cursed?" Colin asked as he gave it back to Baal.

      Baal walked over to one of his Humanoids.

      "When this tablet was found, people believed it had the words of an ancient Hebrew curse predating the Dead Sea Scrolls. It was a warning and a curse, but not for the Israelites and their covenant. But for the Canaanites and his wrath for our sinful nature. Before he took away our land." Baal said as he handed the tablet to the Humanoid.

      "My people called it the 'cursed tablet.' Please read what it says." Baal instructed the Humanoid.

      The Humanoid looked it over, and the room of swindlers waited the intense thirty seconds.

      "Cursed, cursed, cursed - cursed by the God Yahweh. You will die cursed. Cursed, you will surely die. Cursed by Yahweh. Cursed, cursed, cursed." The Humanoid said as it gave the tablet back to Baal. He carefully took it and placed it next to his blueprint of Sin City Jerusalem.

      "It proves the destruction of the Canaanites by the Israelites at The O.G.'s command. We don't want their government because the Original God of Israel commands and approves of the genocide of the Canaanites. That's why we should have a sin city. It was here before they took it." Baal said as he deceived the hearts of his guests.

      "That's your pitch. To make The O.G. look bad, disconnect people from him, and not be ashamed to sin?" Jason asked.

      Baal paused and looked at his artificial intelligence.

      "Yes. If you put it that way. Whatever it takes to make people not ashamed of their sin." Baal said.

      "How do you expect to get your votes?" Colin asked.

      "Use these Nones to distract the Israelites from The O.G by influencing their mind. Nones lack faith, and they can deceive people. Feed the flesh by adapting to their wants. Make them forget that God loves them. I can do this by finding a way to poison people with words and lead them astray with speech. Feed their souls with hate. Making them depressed, they have no choice but to turn to sin and not faith in some God." Baal said.

      "Why can't you use your Zealots?" Jason asked.

      "We erased their biological imprint by making these Nones. We are looking to make more in a foreign land. The Israelites will want to trace it back to its origin. An attack on Israel linked to the Zealots will cause sanctions and more conflict. That's why I want your help and make sure these Nones trace back to America." Baal said.
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      Baal's sin city tour moved into another private penthouse corridor. The entrance was guarded by Humanoids, who opened the door for the Sin City guests. They saluted Baal as he led his guests through the secretive world of his sin city lifestyle. It was filled with Schemers, deceivers, and high-ranking Zealots.

      Death and sulfur filled the guest's nostrils as they desperately tried to suppress the stench. Colin noticed that each section was filled with sinful desires as he walked through the exotic serpent winery. Some corners filled voids of darkness that echoed eerier screams of tormented pleasure. The underworld and Baal revealed several rooms of exotic serpents throughout the members-only serpent farm. Zealots were milking serpents for various exotic wines and juices. Colin noticed the Zealots were mixing serpent venom with Jerusalem cherry plants to make a colorful sales pitch. A tactic he was familiar with from Jekyll Island.

      Swindlers and schemers wore serpents around their shoulders—a way to charm their evildoers.

      Being at home, Moloch found himself comfortable in his usual spot, around the shoulders of Colin.

      Swindlers made angry gestures and displayed their hostility towards the living God. Greed was displayed among the obstinate people as they took turns under lustful ambitions. Colin became aroused with his sinful desires, walking through Baal's house of sin and pleasure. Colin watched swindlers indulge in torture chambers with whips and chains. Some took witchcraft, sorcery, and illusions of fire to entertain the secret society of freedom. The idolatry for bondage, discipline, dominance, and submission to the serpent filled everyone's hidden desire. The Zealots and their guest enjoyed the wickedness of Baal and rejoiced with sexual immorality and debauchery.

      The tour reached the end of the corridor. Two Zealots stood guard with heavy artillery. Only Colin was allowed access to join Baal behind the doors that secluded the guests from the already private society.

      Colin couldn't tell if the Zealots were human or Humanoids as the Zealots closed the doors behind him. Their Zealot attire with their signature serpent logo showed their allegiance to Baal. Matching marks of the beast were displayed on their necks.

      The sound of the door bolting shut on the other side numbed Colin's nerves as he closely watched Baal.

      Baal made a slow robotic walk to a banquet table that waited for him. The Zealots at the table stood in unison like soldiers as Baal strolled to his seat.

      The assembly of radical Zealots started their freedom meeting at the direction of Baal, sitting at the head of the table.
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      A humanoid served the members of the Canaanite Authority Nation (C.A.N) and a few false prophets of Baal with exotic serpent cocktails.

      Colin declined when the Humanoid offered a taste.

      "Looks like you're doing fine with the assortment of Androids you already have. So why go through all this effort to create Nones?" Colin asked Baal.

      "Humanoids use a specialized chip with a unique code programmed in each to make the Humanoid different. There will never be two Humanoids with the same Artificial Intelligence. My international suppliers can't produce enough coded chips to meet the demand for Humanoids. So, ironically, we reversed the process and came up with this way to make NONES. Half human, half robot with our digital bio hack technology. I can't give the Nones the intelligence of the Humanoids." Baal said with a slight grin.

      The Humanoid showed emotion to Baal's sarcasm, but no one noticed the android had feelings.

      "That's a voice I'm not familiar with. Who do we have joining us?" Elymas, the sorcerer asked. (A blind false prophet of Baal that is against The Lord of Israel. Not a member of C.A.N but serves as a shadow advisor to Baal. He is known to have an ear in Hell. A direct connection to the Serpent King.)

      "Elymas, this is Colin—Moloch’s servant and inherent handler of his soul from Serpent Island. The American I've been telling you about. He was bullied before, but now he wants to be the bully. He also provided us with the lost souls," Baal said as he turned the room's attention toward Colin. Baal held up a congratulatory drink towards Colin's accomplishment of spreading evil.

      "Why are we allowing foreigners in here? Especially weak Americans." A member of the Authority asked.

      Colin placed Moloch on the table. Moloch slowly slithered towards the middle. The eyes of the Authority watched their slithery comrade slowly collapsing midway across.

      "Moloch has weeks or maybe days before this current body dies, and he's back on Serpent Island, waiting to be smuggled again. His heart is slowing down. He needs a body to finally cross into his chosen afterlife and be with his king. Can we put him in a None?" Colin asked.

      Baal placed his hand over his chest sarcastically. He tried to hold back his devilish grin, but his amusement was too much to overcome a jab at their rival. He continued to delight in his hatred.

      "I don't have the technology to play God," Baal said as he realized his friend Moloch was awake but barely conscious.

      "I think you will do anything to get revenge against the God of Israel. The blood moon is approaching. Where's the Gath? Let me drink the blood of the Nephilim. Then, claim revenge and become lord like you." Moloch said.

      "You can't come here with a foreigner and have demands without sacrifice. We are here to discuss the Israelites and their peace with the Americans, and you bring one in. How do we know you are not here to spy?" Elymas, the sorcerer, asked. The Authority silently became defensive and agreed with Elymas, the sorcerer.

      The Authority turned their attention to Colin. Colin felt cornered in the suddenly turned interrogation. The threat to fight was felt in Colin's lap.

      "I'm the one that brought you the losers in the first place. Moloch can vouch for me." Colin said with an anxious pitch. He looked over to Molech to bail him out of the corner. The Authority looked like they were ready to kill him, betray Moloch, chop him up, and send them both back to Serpent Island in pieces.

      "You don't question my choice of servants or my Authority of evil. Give me the soul of the Nephilim, and I'll lead the Nones to kill, steal, and destroy everything Israelite. Then we will finally destroy all Disciples." Moloch said.
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      "That's the evil I need around here. I need to put that deception in my Nones. Then we will have an advantage over Israel." Baal said as he pounded his fist on the table. He had the attention of all his deceivers in the room. Colin felt the thud of the table beat over his nervous system. His spine tensed when he realized he was on display for the authority. His heart moved to his stomach as he digested the power of Baal.

      "You can't tell the difference between your advanced Humanoids and the created Nones from the lost souls. So what do you plan on doing with the Nones that you can't do with your Androids?" Colin asked as he looked around the room of authority judging him.

      Baal robotically came to his feet. He made a half circle around his private conference room and focused on a modern-day Israel and Canaan map, conveniently next to his portrait.

      "Throughout our history, the Israelite nation had an advantage in taking our land and pushing their political ideology. To force the Canaanites into a government under their universal God and law. The threat of taking our land worsened when the United Nations made Israel a state in 1948. We refused to hand over the rights to our capital. Our land in East Jerusalem. We were here first. Your president, Grump, is making that plan one step closer by moving the American embassy to Jerusalem and recognizing it as Israel's rightful capital, which will destroy my idea for my temple. I mean casino. If I let the Israelites influence my people, we will be forced to acknowledge their God! The God of Israel. The God of the heavens and the earth. It will be hard for me to deceive the people and convince them to live for themselves and not for some God. I don't want them blessed or their souls saved. I want them wicked and arrogant with no mercy. I need to create a system of self-pleasure, not the pleasure of serving an almighty with too many rules. Tell them to serve the one within. Let them give in to their desires. Keep them away from the truth." Baal said as he touched a photo of a casino designed as a temple.

      "This is our government. Our land and we are just fine without their God and their law. They're already replacing us and moving on our land, kicking us out of our homes. If the United States commits to moving its embassy to Jerusalem. It will mean America stands with Israel. We must fight back. How can we be free to sin under their God and law?" A member of the authority expressed his concern.

      "Isn't that why we're here?" Another member expressed.

      "Agreed!" Elymas, the sorcerer, shouted, slamming down his glass of serpent wine.

      Baal held up his hand to silence the rowdy authority members. He pulled out a digital android and motioned a command to his servants in the back—another inactivated None was rolled out on a dolly. The lost soul was displayed next to Baal in the room. The authority was intrigued to see the lost soul lifeless for the first time. A servant of Baal removed the virtual reality headset. The missing pupils on the NONE had the authority members leaning closer for a better look inside the departed soul. Baal held the portable android across its face. The device started to scan.

      "I thought it would be a perfect time to test our new technology against the Israelites," Baal said as he pointed to Colin.

      "You want to learn how to despise people that are not like you and take down a government. Do it from the inside." Baal said as the scanner stopped him in mid-thought.

      'Error. Please scan again.' The device read.

      Baal held up the android and displayed it for the authority.

      "These Nones will get past the Israelite's facial recognition software. They will be able to pass the walls and infiltrate undetected. No camera in Jerusalem can identify them. Slip right through the defense force. They now have no origin. No background. No identity or knowledge of God. No Face, No trace." Baal told the authority as he scanned the None again. The eyes of the authority waited thirty seconds, focused on their leader on center stage.

      The software came to a stop with the sound of a mechanical breakdown.

      Baal held up the android again for the authority.

      
        
        'Error. Please scan again.'

      

      

      Baal impressed the authority when he deceived them with his sorcery.

      "I don't understand. Why do you need undocumented foreigners?" Colin asked.

      "Nones gives us the advantage to play the political war our old Zealot way. Strike them close enough to tell what they ate for lunch before they digest it." Baal said.

      Baal saw that Colin didn't understand his metaphor.

      "Influence. You kill them with poisonous influence!" Baal yelled animatedly as he poured him a glass of serpent wine.

      "How do you know their God won't get in your way again?" Moloch slithery asked.

      Baal moved behind Elymas the Sorcerer and placed his hands on his shoulders.

      "I have my assurance from the ear below. Our time is short. The days of Noah are among us. Now is the time to move before the son of man returns. If we can't hurt their God, hurt the ones he loves. They can't praise him in a Sin City. Lead the blind astray with pleasure. Why make their God the authority and give him control when we can have a Sin City built around his city and tear it down from the inside? I need to get one of my own in their government." Baal said with deceitfulness.

      A few whispers circled the authority table. The authority couldn't understand Baal's new plan.

      Colin became curious that an American criminal had become lifeless and now untraceable in a matter of hours. He walked over to the None to get a closer look. Baal supervised his intruding motives.

      "So, these guys are off the grid now or something?" Colin asked as he waved his hand up and down in front of the None's face. The missing pupils looking back at him raised his curiosity. The lifeless soul didn't move. The whispers around the room rapidly increased with their curious minds.

      "Exactly, but we can't train them or give them direction or intelligence," Baal said.

      "How do you track their footprint? Make sure they don't get lost." Colin asked.

      "We have a lab of Zealots that advanced their explosive knowledge into making our digital chips. We obtained a wireless system in radio frequency or something like that from one of our allies and secret enemies of Disciples." Baal said as he pulled out a microchip from his pocket.

      Colin took the tiny rice grain implant and examined it. He looked around the room of authority until his eyes locked on Moloch.

      "You don't need suicide bombers if you can just poison them," Colin said.

      "What do you mean?" Baal asked.

      "Poison the chips. Make the Nones men of renown. Why bring back just one? Let's divide and mix the Nephilim strand. Give them Nephilim intelligence." Colin said.

      Whispers rumbled around the room of authority. Baal walked back to his position at the head of the table, leaving Colin holding the microchip next to the lost soul. Simultaneously, the room came to a halt when Baal took his seat. Judgment was about to come.
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      The eyes of the authority were on Baal as they waited for his next move, except for Colin. His eyes circled the table of authority, paying attention to their leader.

      Colin felt his fresh wound burn as the microchip cut deeper into his neuropathic finger. He held his fingers together to wipe away the smeared blood.

      Colin examined the microchip as Baal's guilty silence projected through the dark room. Colin wiped away the tiny droplet of blood from the incision on the bottom of his shirt. A member of the authority grabbed the microchip for his introduction. Then, he passed it around the table for the authority. The authority continued to pass it around until it came back to Baal.

      Baal and Colin locked eyes as Baal grabbed the microchip. Baal sucked on Colin's blood and closed his eyes to savor the flavor.

      "Guilty! Is the one with blood on his hands." Baal said as he looked at Colin, looking down at the blood on his hands.

      "Your sugar's high. I see why Moloch didn't want to eat your soul. You're too sweet." Baal mocked. The authority also joined in the mockery with their leader.

      Colin's rage overcame him. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his switchblade. He stuck it in the neck of the None, and the authority became the audience of Colin's explosive disorder.

      Immediately, the None's pupils returned and tried to regain its life. It looked at Colin, still holding the knife in its throat. Gasping for air, it grabbed Colin for a last-second hope. Blood poured from the None's severed esophagus.

      Its knees buckled. Colin nervously pulled out the knife, and the None fell. Colin looked at the tar-colored blood on the blade as he dropped it before it reached his hand.

      Baal stood up and looked at the None on the floor. He looked at Colin.

      "Not so sweet after all," Baal said.

      Baal signaled for his servants in the back. A few came and removed the None, cleaned up around Colin, and left the conference room without being noticed. The servants of Baal fed the None to their idolized Titanoboa behind their caged display. The flesh and bones were consumed in seconds.

      A false prophet of Baal handed Colin his switchblade. Colin examined the blood smeared on his knife. He noticed the change of color in the blade against the reflection of the sun setting on the West Bank, and it reminded Colin of the future forecast of the blood moon.

      The blood morphed into a tar pigment before Colin wiped the blood on the Thawab of the false prophet of Baal, who handed him the blade.

      "I may be sweet, but I'm told I'm rough around the edges. Bigley by name but small in heart." Colin said as he remembered his father's insults. The false prophet looked towards his leader for direction before he reacted to the violation of being disrespected among the prophets. Baal signaled him off as he pulled his dagger from underneath—inches from Colin's femoral artery. The false prophet spared his life.

      "I've never been good enough. Fast enough. Not smart enough. Bigley but not big enough." Colin paused as he looked at the casino on Baal's map.

      A yellow glaze from the moon beamed through the windows of the penthouse of sin. Colin suddenly became fatigued. He experienced lightheadedness and slight dizziness before his anxiety produced a fast heartbeat. He reached into his pocket for his pill bottle. He took his rescue pill.

      "Tomorrow is the blood moon. We need the blood. I need blood. Colin said. He put his blade and pill bottle away.

      Silence encircled Baal. The night faded in the background. The noise from the city started to overtake the attention of the room.

      "What's wrong, brother?" Moloch asked Baal. He slithered closer.

      Baal's frustration was felt throughout the room.

      "We held back some of the smartest on this side of the border. The last two days have come up empty in our efforts to find the smallest Nephilim D.N.A on the Gath. Working all day to extract D.N.A. It's harder than it sounds, and I don't even understand the coding language." Baal said as he leaned back on his throne. He dozed off into his thoughts, hoping to figure out his solution.

      "Maybe I can be of assistance. My mother was a geneticist. I've picked up a few of her techniques. The blood moon is in two days. We are running out of time!" Colin said with the confidence of adrenaline from his kill.

      Elymas the Sorcerer whispered into Baal's ear.

      Baal's eyes stayed focused on Colin as he slowly judged him.

      Baal reached under the table to release the hatch to the hidden room behind him. The two-way mirror split in half and revealed the criminal empire of the Canaanites. Zealots wore professional attire and laboratory coats as they ran the secrets of the Canaanite's detestable practices.

      "I believe you proved yourself worthy to worship at Baal's temple," Baal said as he and Colin exchanged devilish grins of pleasure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            92

          

        

      

    

    
      Colin followed Baal and a select few of the Canaanite Authority through the manufactured chambers that told the secrets of their detestable practices and unlawful nature to their idolatry.

      The first part of the tour displayed all the remaining Nones. They were stripped of their humanity and stood in a solid phalanx. They were hooked up to virtual reality goggles with a wired cylinder stuck in their brain, connecting their intelligence to the central server. A few Zealots controlled the detestable practices of the Canaanites and watched their brain waves on computers and medical scanners.

      Colin was intrigued at a sight he hadn't seen before. He walked up to one of the Nones and waved his hand in front of it. He tried to remove the headset, but it was secured shut to the None's face. Colin placed his hand on the shoulder. It was cold and stiff, like butcher meat.

      Colin pulled his hand back in a panic. He placed his ear to its chest but couldn't detect a heartbeat. He became startled when the Zealot controlling the evil madness spoke behind him.

      "He's already gone. He is about to go into phase two." The Zealot said disturbingly.

      "Phase two? What do you mean?" Colin asked, despite not wanting to know.

      "Before we deprave their mind. We'll erase their existence and memory. Stress out their intellectual process. It helps desensitize them to our practices and torment. Just like it is in Hell. We know when it's time for the real fight. They are battle-tested.” Baal said as he looked at his Zealot.

      "This American brought our newest artificial intelligence," Baal told the Zealot.

      Colin and the Zealot shook hands.

      "Welcome to Canaan.” The Zealot said.

      "I still don't understand this new fight you are trying to impose on your enemies," Colin said.

      "If we want our land back. These Nones will give us new faces that won't be traced back to Canaan, WestBank region, or any Canaanite Zealot. We can use them to distract, kill, steal, and destroy any Israelite or Disciple that may get in our way. Neutralize our opponents before they know who their enemies are. I want them to fire up the crowd and raise Hell in the streets—real artificial intelligence street soldiers. If I can pull this off, I can create and sell Nones everywhere. Their first test will be in two days. I want them to rally an anti-movement against a government under the law of Yahweh and burn his city down." Baal said.

      "Who?" Colin asked when he became lost in Baal's evil rant of revenge.

      "The God of Israel that took away our land and gave it to the descendants of Abraham. Their Original God. The Hebrew God. We know him differently. I have a personal issue with the one that lives in the heavens. I can't get what I want in his world if he's in the way. He won't come down and fight, so I'll take the fight to him if I can't destroy him. I will attack the ones he loves." Baal said as he pounded his fists together.

      "Wouldn't this blow back on America if you're using Americans?" Colin asked.

      Baal moved on from the Nones and walked Colin over to a servant working with electronics.

      The servant had several of Baal's RFID chips hooked to a computer. The servants of Baal are often overworked as they are forced to work long shifts with no breaks. As a result, the servant responsible for the technology of the chips slightly dozed off while listening to his earbuds. He was waiting for his alarm to wake him to check his work.

      Baal placed his hand on the servant's shoulder to take his attention away from his nap. The servant came to his feet when he saw Baal and the authority behind him.

      "Have a seat," Baal told the servant.

      The servant nervously complied. Baal picked up one chip that was being programmed.

      "How confident can we be in keeping up with our bits of intelligence once the lost souls get into the open world?" Baal asked his servant as he tried to understand the technology on the computer.

      "We are using the Israelite's technology and software against them. Combined with these modern microchips from our allies. We will finally play on an even technological field." The servant said.

      A few whispers began among the authority led by Elymas the Sorcerer.

      Baal grabbed Colin's shoulder with his signature devilish grin.

      "Thanks to you. You gave us the extra souls to experiment with our None program." Baal told Colin as he held up a finished chip that displayed the words 'NONE.'

      Colin looked at the computer screen the servant used to program the chips.

      "Once you tag the 'NONE,' you can track it from this screen?" Colin asked him.

      The servant pulled out his smartphone and opened the app 'Astray.'

      "We have found a way past all of that with this technology. We can track them from any server and if they fall into the wrong hands. We can terminate the issue before it becomes a problem or make it someone else's problem." The servant said.

      "No problem at all?" Colin questioned.

      "None." The servant replied with a smile.

      "What is the radius?" Colin asked.

      "Six feet." The servant replied.

      "If we terminate. Hopefully, it wipes out Israelites in the process." Baal said as he gave the servant his presentation chip. He pulled out the servants' head bud, dropped it on the floor, and crushed it. Baal slightly smacked his servant on the cheek.

      "Stay awake," Baal said sarcastically with a smile.

      "Yes, lord Baal." The servant muttered.

      Baal turned to a door with no handle not far from his servant. A gold Diabolical Horned Serpent Door Knocker with Sharpe fangs embellished the entry.

      Baal stabbed his finger into one of the Serpent's fangs and drew blood. He placed his blood on the biometric reader. The door knocker retracted, and the door slid open. The biometric reader gave him a wet wipe as a receipt.

      "Blood in, blood out," Baal said as he gave Colin an eerie eye. He allowed Colin to enter the soundproof room first.

      A transparent wall separated the decontamination area from The Gath displayed in the middle. Colin's eyes became fascinated by the crown of the Champion.

      "I can't believe it," Colin said himself.

      Several self-taught view tube Zealot geneticists and one college dropout stood around the Gath in protective gear.

      Baal became irate when he saw his servants standing around, puzzled.

      "I hope this means you have found something for me?" Baal said with some irritation in his voice.

      The geneticists didn't make eye contact when Baal tried to scowl at them. Instead, he went to his usual punching bag—the college dropout.

      "Well, drop out? I don't have all day. Where is my D.N.A.?" Baal yelled so hard that it shook the four men. Colin also felt the intimidation standing behind Baal.

      "Generally." The college dropout mumbled.

      Baal got closer to the young man and fogged up his safety goggles. The young geneticist trembled.

      "Heat destroys D.N.A. and other genetic material. This helmet is over two thousand years old. We gave this thing a luminol bath, and nothing happened." The young geneticist said as he picked up the bottle of luminol. He spayed the Gath to give Baal a demonstration.

      Some of the luminol reflected on Baal, and he became furious in front of his authority. Baal grabbed the bottle from the young geneticists and threw it against the wall. The force of the blow ricochets the bottle into the Gath, knocking it to the floor and cracking it. Members of the authority gasped at the site of the falling artifact.

      A geneticist ran to pick up the damaged Gath.

      Colin noticed some dust that came from the crack that had formed. However, something else caught his eye as he leaned in for a closer look.

      "Tweezers!" Colin yelled. The young geneticist rushed at the opportunity to get away from Baal. He ran to Colin and handed him forceps.

      "What is it?" The young geneticist asked as he tried to lean for a closer look at Colin's discovery.

      "It's a Hemiptera. What some will call a true bug." Colin said as he held it up for Baal and the Authority.

      "Say what now?" Baal asked.

      "A bed bug… They keep life moving." Colin told him.

      "What is that sticky stuff it's preserved in?" The young geneticist asked.

      "Good question," Colin said as he let Moloch smell it.

      Moloch picked up the sense immediately.

      "I smelled that scent before… Honey." Moloch said confidently.

      "We are in the land of milk and Honey." The young geneticist said as he took off his goggles to clean them.

      Colin ran to the microscopes. He placed the bed bug under the sage clips and rotated the objective lenses. He dissected the bed bug as the authority watched in anticipation.

      "Does it have a specimen?" Moloch asked.

      "How do we know who it belonged to?" Baal asked.

      The young geneticists hovered over Colin's shoulder as he continued to inspect.

      "Dude!" Colin said when the young man got too close for comfort.

      "Sorry!" He backed up a small step but still hovered over his every move.

      "I'm Abdul. I'm here if you need me." Abdul said as he took that step forward. Colin gave him a warning look for being too close. Abdul took a step back again.

      "Give him space." Baal scolded.

      "Got something!" Colin yelled and fist-pumped the air.

      "What is it?" Abdul asked as he tried to get a look under the microscope. Colin slid to the side to allow him access.

      Colin turned to address Baal and the authority to tell them what he had discovered about the bed bug.

      "The honey preserved the bug's anatomy. They keep life moving for sure. It's not much. Maybe the size of a dime or two…."

      "Which is more than enough for us to analyze it," Abdul said eagerly.

      "Are you sure you can handle that college dropout? He found something in five minutes you couldn't do in a few days." Baal mocked him.

      Abdul looked at his colleagues, knowing this would be a rare second opportunity. Failure always meant death with the authority.

      "We will get it done. Whatever you need, my lord." Abdul told Baal.

      "We don't have much time before the blood moon. I can feel my heart beating slower." Moloch said.

      "We don't have time for mistakes. We only have one shot at this. Don't be a dropout and crap out." Baal threatened with his fist.

      "What if we manipulate and rewrite the code of life and spread it out further," Colin said.

      "What do you mean?" Moloch asked.

      "Let's rewrite the D.N.A. with your poison. We have a fifty-fifty chance that the blood belongs to either a Nephilim or the king that killed him. We can redesign the genetics and create a new species, including bringing back the Nephilim from extinction. If we want to beat their God, we must be like him first." Colin told Baal.

      Baal was thrilled at the idea of being God, just like Colin dreamed of being idolized.

      "Explain," Baal said as he became more intrigued.

      Colin gave Abdul the package.

      "Before my mom died, she was working on a cure for my blood disease. She was murdered when the killer tried to rob our house and didn't know she was home. She was waiting for this package. Fortunately, I found my cure in Moloch and no longer needed a savior or helping hands." Colin said as he looked at Moloch.

      "I have my messiah to whom I owe my life," Colin said.

      "Are you sure the dropout can handle such a task?" Baal said.

      "I'm sure he can handle it." Moloch will stay back and make sure of it. Open it." Colin told Abdul.

      Abdul pulled out the secret document. He read it over.

      "How will we grow D.N.A. without sperm, eggs, or a womb?" Abdul asked.

      "With Moloch and the secret of synthetic embryos," Colin said before he was interrupted by two of Baal's guardsmen who entered the panic room. One of the guardsmen was sucking the blood from the finger he used at the biometric scanner. The other Zealot whispered in his Baal's ear.

      Colin turned back to Abdul to tell him a secret of his own.

      "If you want to make it out of this room alive. This is your chance. Moloch will be here to walk you through it. I'm sure you have everything you already need here. Including the test subjects." Colin said as he looked over at the Nones.

      "We can't touch those. They are strictly off-limits. Lord Baal will kill anyone messing with the Americans." Abdul said.

      Baal and the two guardsmen interrupted the conversation.

      "What's going on?" Colin asked as he saw the authority running away from the room in a panic.

      "We have an issue. It seems that some Disciples have been spotted on our lands. These men will take you to your room and will be at your every call until the transfer of souls ceremony tomorrow night." Baal said as they left the panic room. Colin and Abdul made eye contact as the doors closed. Colin's phone vibrated when he missed his third call from Harrison. The guardsmen took the phone in a panic. He gave it to Baal. Baal dropped it on the ground and stepped on it a few times. Then, he gave Colin another phone.

      "The enemy can't track us on these. When you're in my world, you play by my rules." Baal told him as the guardsmen took Colin to his room.
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      Harrison nervously hung up the phone as he stood before the FBI. He fumbled it as he put his phone back in his pocket. He watched the coroner remove Thomas' body from the house.

      "I'm sure he's living his best life right now. Whatever he's up to these days." Harrison told Faith.

      "I understand if you want to be with your family at this time, but we can use your help in tying up the pieces in this Faulkner case since Derrick is not with us. You are the only one that may fill in the gaps. At least find out where Faulkner is going. What do you say? Are you still up for it?" Faith asked Harrison.

      Another member of the FBI team interrupted the conversation.

      "Sorry, boss. You got to see this." The FBI agent said as he directed her upstairs.

      "Time is not on our side right now. You in?" Faith asked Harrison.

      Harrison checked his watch.

      "Derrick's parents will arrive in about six hours. They will love to hear that we got Mister Faulkner off the streets. I'm in." Harrison said.

      "Good. We will need Derrick's files on Faulkner. I also need the contact for the other detective who worked on the case. Catching Mister Faulkner is what the bureau sent me to do. That is my only focus." Faith said as Nioh and Harrison followed her to Colin's room. A crew of agents searched through Colin's room filled with idolatry posters and imagery of the Far-right extremism movement of the Pride Boys.

      "What on earth?" Nioh said as he walked in behind Faith.

      "Did you know he was this radical?" Faith asked Harrison.

      "Look, I barely know the kid. After his mom died, he became distant and went off the deep end." Harrison said.

      "Boss, you must see this." An FBI agent called out from the corner of the room.

      "What is all this?" Faith asked as she approached the exotic cages of various serpents and other illegal alien species—a makeshift lab with various unusual specimens and organs decayed among the clutter.

      "We need to get fish and game involved. So far, we have counted 124 serpents. Most of them are imported from Serpent Island, including this golden lancehead pit viper." The agent said as he pointed to the golden serpent.

      "He also has various pythons, cobras, and rattlesnakes. These over here were being milked. Reproduced into illegal poison. Looks like for sale and personal use." The FBI agent told Faith.

      "Is he the island serpent dealer?" Nioh asked.

      "We can't be that lucky,” Faith said as she looked at Harrison. She noticed the discovery of the serpents didn't catch him by surprise. He seemed to be looking for something of his own.

      "This is your town. You sure you didn't know about this?" Faith asked Harrison.

      "Positive. I hate serpents. I don't do the investigation. I just put the bad guys away. You know that." Harrison said as he tried to defend himself modestly. Faith tried to read through him.

      "Boss!" Another FBI agent called out from Colin's computer.

      "What's up?" Faith asked the agent.

      "You need to see this. This guy is on some extreme mess." She said.

      "I can tell by looking at these posters. Rich pride and National Honor." Faith said as she read the mottos in the room.

      "No, this is different. Like, on a central intelligence level, different." The agent said.

      Faith and Nioh looked closely at the computer screen. Harrison was slightly intrigued and tried to get a peek. Faith didn't allow him the opportunity. She motioned for an agent to hold him back.

      The FBI computer analyst accessed Colin's accounts on the dark web.

      "What did you find?" Faith asked.

      "It's all here. Receipts and communication on how he got the serpents and more. He has spent much time on Astray—a web within the web. The only way you can access it is through an invite. It's based on the hate of foreigners and outsiders. People of the lower class and lovers of God. They want to take God out of the system to have their own law. So they promote themselves as the saviors of their kind and anyone who opposes them. They call them others or non-believers." The agent said as she scrolled through the website.

      "That's insane," Nioh said in disbelief.

      "I'm not surprised. There are many sleeper cell-type threats like these all over our country. People plotting an attack on American soil is nothing new. Between their training and planning their fundraising, there are many dots to connect. The threat we, as the FBI, face today are these lone actors plotting unsophisticated deadly attacks." Faith said.

      "Looks like we hit the criminal jackpot. I see a promotion coming." Nioh said as he high-fived the agent on the computer.

      "Don't get ahead of ourselves just yet. Let's get a warrant and pack all this stuff up. I need to call Washington and send this up the chain of command. We have no idea what we're dealing with, and we might have to get other agencies involved." Faith said as she left the room, calling headquarters.
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      The FBI investigation into Colin and the whereabouts of Mister Faulkner continued into the afternoon. Harrison picked up Derrick's family at the airport.

      Faith and Nioh met former detective Charles Benjamin at a local café to discuss the Faulkner case.

      "Thanks for meeting us on such short notice. I'm sure you saw the news?" Faith asked Charles after their introduction.

      "Of course. This is crazy. Anything I can do to help? We need to keep our island safe." Charles said as he gave Faith a copy of his case notes and photos of the crime scene.

      Faith placed the folder on the table. Nioh specialized in fine detail.

      "Give us the rundown of what happened," Faith asked Charles as she opened the folder.

      The first page was a mug shot of Mister Faulkner, followed by the photo of the window.

      "He was a delivery driver and dropped a package that was never recovered at that home. Several witnesses pointed him at the scene at different times and angles of the home. All within ten minutes. One witness saw him break that window and enter the house.

      He denied it when we confronted him about it. We also found his fingerprints on the window from where he climbed in." Charles said as he picked up his coffee cup.

      Faith turned the photo and saw the blood stain that sealed Mister Faulkner's fate—followed by the positive lab report.

      "Mister Faulkner cut himself breaking into the window he denied shattering and left his DNA all over the place. Even on our victim." Charles said as Faith turned the photo to Susan's body.

      "Wow, that is brutal,” Faith said.

      "Passionate," Nioh said intriguingly as he grabbed the photo.

      Faith elbowed him to remind him to keep quiet about her case.

      "What do you mean?" Charles asked him.

      "That's not important. What did Mister Faulkner say to all this evidence against him?" Faith asked.

      "He turned from I didn't do anything to I was trying to save her. He claims he found her that way." Charles said.

      "You didn't buy his story," Nioh asked. He was still examining the photo of Susan.

      "A witness saw him take items from the home. Which was the bookend we found with Susan's blood on it." Charles said as Faith turned to the photo of the bookend.

      "Where did you find it?" Faith asked.

      "You will have to ask Detective Wise,” Charles said.

      "I wish we could,” Faith replied.

      "Sounds guilty to me too. Easy case. I see why it made headlines, and Detective Wise became a star for a while, but you didn't become lead. What happened?" Nioh asked as he examined the case files.

      "I had a heart attack,” Charles muttered.

      "Sorry. We didn't know." Nioh said.

      "Do you think he was lying? Why do you think he decided on that home out of all the ones on his route? Have you checked with other homes on his route for missing packages? Did the company know Faulkner to have items missing? How was his employee record? I mean, people have cameras all the time. I'm sure this wasn't his first time ripping off the customer. You didn't check his background?" Faith grilled into Charles.

      "Wait. We know how to do our job. Plus, it wasn't my case to begin with. Wise hates when people interfere with his case. He took pride in his accolades. He has been the only detective to solve one hundred straight cases." Charles said.

      "So, we heard. He was a real legend." Faith said as she made eye contact with Nioh.

      "Do you believe it was Faulkner's first time, and he got careless? Sort of a rookie mistake." Nioh asked.

      Charles hesitated about the question. He had a sudden case of Amnesia. Remembering his wife telling him Detective Wise would ruin his career, a moment of realization sitting in front of Faith.

      "When we interviewed him. He didn't seem like the violent type. It didn't make sense. I tried verifying his story, but Wise gets mad when others step on his case. He wanted that perfect record, and Faulkner was his man. Evidence led us right to him. It made sense he was a Liar, and the evidence doesn't lie." Charles said.

      "I would like to compare notes. Do you have Detective-Wise case files? Or know how we can get them?" Nioh asked.

      "Jefferey had his files last before he had his stroke. No one has seen them since. His evidence and case notes from his prior cases are also missing. That's a whole different story. I'm not surprised by." Charles said.

      Faith and Nioh glanced at each other. They realized that Charles had opened himself up. Nioh started to smile, so he grabbed his coffee cup. He sipped at the amusement of watching his boss switch from a jab and land in the hook.

      "What are you not surprised by," Faith asked him.

      Charles took his cup and pondered on the question, knowing he slipped himself into a corner. He couldn't figure out a way to dodge a lie.

      "Look, Detective Wise didn't necessarily live up to his name. He was sharp, but he had a drinking problem. Maybe some other issues, but you're right. I'm his partner, and I'll stand by him… I always had a feeling about that Faulkner guy, though." Charles remorsefully said.

      Faith and Nioh glanced at each other again.

      "Feeling about what?" Nioh asked.

      "As long as I have been doing this job. I've seen the face of guilty. Mister Faulkner didn't have a face of guilty. Somehow he knew…." Charles said as the moment hit him, and his wife was right.

      "Knew what?" Faith asked.

      Charles took several seconds before he turned back to Faith.

      "That we would screw him," Charles said.

      "We need to find Mister Faulkner before more innocent people get hurt. Hopefully, find two more alive bodies with him. His wife is gone, and no other records of Mister Faulkner exist. He's either a fugitive with a vendetta, and you and your wife are in danger. Maybe there is a prison love triangle. I have no other leads. Two people tied to this case are dead, and I'm lost. Where would you look for Faulkner? Help us save lives, not bury them." Faith told Charles.

      "Wait. Who's missing?" Charles asked.

      Faith and Nioh looked at each other.

      "You're the boss?" Nioh said.

      "I can't help if I don't know." Charles pleaded.

      "Nikki Wright. A prison counselor and her brother."

      "JUSTIN!" Faith and Charles said in unison.

      "What do you think about Justin," Nioh asked.

      "He's an amateur reporter. They have been investigating a case about their father that Detective Wise also put away. Of course, those files are also missing from the collection of Wise. If those two are missing. You have to go to the house that took them in… The man of God. The lawyer's wife." Charles said.

      "We tried that. She hates us. She won't cooperate with us." Nioh said.

      "You said it yourself. People close to this case are dead or missing. She still has a heartbeat. With that. I have to make my arrangements." Charles said as he left the café.

      Faith turned to Nioh and flipped over the photo of Susan's body.

      "What is passionate about this?"

      Nioh flipped over the picture of Mister Faulkner.

      "Mister Faulkner is two times, maybe three times, her size. If he wanted to rob the house and she spooked him. Why go through all the effort to kill her? Why not one blow and go? I can understand not leaving a witness, but why all the effort with so many blows then go and struggle with her? It doesn't make sense for an unplanned robbery." Nioh said.

      Faith looked at both photos side by side.

      "Instead of finding Mister Faulkner. I think we should investigate who killed Susan. Look at this case from a different angle." Nioh said.

      Faith looked at Nioh, knowing he was usually right, and his attention to detail was always spot on.

      "Keep this between us. All options are on the table. If I'm going after a man. He better be a guilty one. Mrs. Key was just released with her baby. Let's take some gifts and pray that the man of God's wife has some mercy on us." Faith said as they left the café.
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      An hour later, the FBI arrived at the key's residence. Nioh held several gift baskets as he placed them on the table.

      "We apologize for our misunderstanding and getting off on the wrong foot. We want to start over and ask you a few questions." Faith said.

      "I want to know if they are safe. Have you found them?" Lauren asked.

      "Our efforts have come up cold to locate Mister Faulkner. That is my task from the bureau. If Nikki and Justin…"

      "My children," Lauren said as she interrupted Faith.

      "If we find Faulkner, we can find an answer to all this. Something doesn't add up, thanks to Nioh and the photos we received from the crime scene." Faith said.

      "Wait. You found evidence from a Wise case?" Lauren asked.

      "We've heard that evidence sometimes grows legs,” Faith said as she got closer to Lauren.

      "You were the last and only person besides his wife to visit him. He had no one else. Why make that effort for a man like Mister Faulkner." Nioh asked.

      "Curtis loved God and felt no man should be treated unjustly by the legal system we created because of their economic status. He said the poor sometimes have no hope in the court system because they can't afford good representation. Curtis wanted to be that hope. Curtis had a way of connecting with people. It was a gift, but Mister Faulkner told him he was innocent, and Curtis got wrapped up, and I think that's why they killed him. He was getting too close. I told him not to go on TV." Lauren said just as Faith and Noah looked at each other. A cold breeze brushed throughout the house.

      "Feels like Winter in here," Nioh said.

      "WINTER! You have to find Winter." Lauren said.

      Faith's phone rang.

      "Oh, Gosh!" Faith said as she looked at Nioh.

      "The Pentagon. Washington has landed." Faith said.
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      The Pentagon arrived at Jekyll Island and immediately started investigating James Oglethorpe State Prison corruption, connecting a link to the Glynn County Sheriff's Department. The prison was shut down, and all employees were questioned before being placed on administrative leave. Most of the internal investigation came from employees seeing many federal agents, terrifying them to point all the attention to the warden, providing the federal agents enough criminal evidence to back the warden into a corner.

      Warden Jarrett Gilles had been in an interrogation room all day, confessing the operations of the privately run prison under the Jekyll Island Authority; knowing that Thomas was dead, he became an informant and told the secrets he knew about the authority.

      Leaving most of the blame on Thomas, hoping his corporation would grant him a favor when sentencing.

      All the remaining inmates were sent to a federal prison in Atlanta, filmed by ambitious amateur reporters and all major news sectors stationed outside. They were waiting to hear the next briefing for the evening news.

      Faith and Nioh arrived at a chaotic scene of employees leaving with their final belongings. Other agents were gathering boxes of evidence. Harrison waited outside the main corridor for Faith.

      "Harrison. What are you doing here?" Faith asked him when he approached them.

      "Derrick's family are making their arrangements with the help of Sharon. I thought I could be of more help here. They won't let anyone non-federal in the building. I told them I was working with you guys. They said wait over here. And here I am." Harrison said.

      "Nioh, give him your jacket. I need to check in with command. You can help Nioh find Winter." Faith instructed them.

      "Who's Winter?" Harrison asked Nioh as Faith walked into the conference room.

      The conference room was turned into the command center. A large evidence board displayed all the information the multiple federal agencies have uncovered since the breakout of Mister Faulkner.

      A few of the missing inmates' mugshots were posted with bold question marks over their faces. Faith took an open seat next to another FBI agent. The commander in charge took the attention of the room.

      "For those that don't know me. I am Director Quinn Rees of National Intelligence. The Pentagon has requested no information to leave this room, and all decisions from now on will run through me. Understood?"

      "Yes, Ma'am!" They replied.

      Quinn pointed to the picture of Mister Faulkner.

      "We have an escaped killer who might have the help of a counselor named Nikki Wright. As of now, Nikki is a victim until we get evidence of her cooperation in his escape. She is a rescue operation." Quinn said as she pointed to a photo of Thomas.

      "The man's wife, Mister Faulkner, killed. Set a three-million-dollar bounty for anyone that catches Mister Faulkner."

      An agent in the room whistled at the sound of three million dollars. A few laughs encircled the room with cheers.

      "Nice try. We all know that federal agents can't collect on civilian payouts." Quinn said to a bunch of sad moans and a few playful boos.

      Quinn smiled at their playful gesture.

      "You can turn in your badge and try your luck with an empty jackpot!" Quinn said as she held out her hand. Then, she went back to business.

      "The man that placed the bounty died early this morning from a heart attack. Washington will not pick up the full tab on catching Mister Faulkner. Nowhere worth quitting your day job over. Which will be the first announcement to the press." Quinn said.

      "How does he fit into all this? Don't you find it suspicious he's the one that offered the money to find Mister Faulkner?" An agent asked.

      "Looks like he started a goose chase." Another agent chimed in.

      "Exactly!" Quinn said as she went back to the evidence board.

      "We first thought he was a concerned man wanting to find his wife's killer. The escape of Mister Faulkner led our investigation to more missing inmates. With the warden's confession. We know the Jekyll Island Authority used prisoners for slave labor and to help hide some of the authority's assets. Warden Gilles ran the books for Thomas and the authority as they laundered money with his transport business as a cover. Shipping assets in freights of mixed prison goods and supplies. We are taking down the authority and everyone involved in their criminal empire. We still need more time to gather information from the warden, but we should wrap up our investigation by this evening. We are looking at the largest RICO case in a privately owned prison. From this point forward, we are not working with local law enforcement until we trace the money. Trace the corruption and find the right individuals involved. They are not trusted if they are not in this room. Do I make myself clear?" Quinn asked.

      "Yes, Ma'am." The federal agents replied.

      Quinn scanned the room until she noticed Faith.

      "Agent Woods and her team were assigned to locate Mister Faulkner. Instead, they discovered another criminal empire undetected by another Bigley." Quinn said.

      "Seems like this whole Island is full of mysteries." An agent said.

      "Don't forget about the ghost stories." Another one chimed in.

      Quinn pulled out a picture of Colin and posted it on the display board next to his father, Thomas.

      "The death of one Bigley led to the discovery of another. We traced his son Colin and connected him with a terrorist cell in The West Bank. He has been involved in the illegal trafficking of serpents to create the toxic but popular street drug serpent juice. A problem on the rise in America. It has hospitalized thousands and probably killed more. A problem for the war on drugs in our county." Quinn said.

      "What's the focus here? Are we going to waste our time on a local drug dealer or a killer on the loose?" An agent asked.

      "Our focus is America. We commit to keeping America safe. All of this is our problem. We take a killer off the streets and a drug dealer or serpent trafficker off the streets. He is much more than that, anyway. We got lucky and hit a gold mine!" Quinn told them behind her animated enthusiasm.

      The agent looked down, frustrated but embarrassed the conversation didn't go his way. Quinn continued to address the command room.

      "With the information, we found on his computer and the evidence Faith and her team gathered. As a result, we can charge Colin with numerous charges, including domestic and international terrorism."

      "Terrorism!" Faith said.

      "Based on what we found on his hard drive. We believe he went to a foreign country to be radicalized in his idolatry of Nationalism. His mind had become corrupted by online hate, which had him fantasizing about militia movements. He's a member of the Pride Boys. He's a pride boy drug dealer with a mind filled with hateful idolatry." Quinn said.

      "How will we bring him in if he's in the West Bank?" An agent asked.

      "I have American assets on the ground working with our partners overseas. Colin's passports have been flagged, and we have placed him and Mister Faulkner on America's most wanted list. Since Faulkner is here on our land, that will be the focus of our investigation, with Faith taking the lead from that point. She will direct everything else. Are we clear?" Quinn asked.

      "Yes. Ma'am." They replied.

      "Good. Let's get to work. Everyone knows their assignments." Quinn said as she dismissed them. She signaled Faith to meet with her privately. They took Nikki's office.

      "Tell me you have something on Mister Faulkner?" Quinn asked her.

      "We have nothing. I think Nikki is helping him. He has no money or no life. He couldn't just disappear that fast. They had to have planned this. I can't find any leads, but I would like your permission to do something else." Faith said.

      "What's up?" Quinn asked.

      "I have the case files from one of the former detectives that worked the case."

      "Wait. Former? Someone else died?" Quinn asked.

      "No, Detective Wise suffered a stroke the same day Mister Faulkner escaped. The former Detective Charles, who gave me the files, suffered a heart attack and can no longer chase the bad guys." Faith said.

      "Talk about karma. What are you thinking?" Quinn said.

      Faith showed Quinn the photo of Susan.

      "Wow! That's brutal." Quinn expressed.

      "That's what I said, but Nioh saw it differently. A murder like this takes time. The time that a delivery driver wouldn't do in less than ten minutes if that's the total time he was in the house." Faith said.

      "Good point. I don't know anything about this case. You think he ran because he's innocent?" Quinn asked.

      "I don't know, but Nioh has never been wrong,” Faith said.

      "Where is Nioh? I don't believe I saw him," Quinn inquired.

      "Somewhere looking for Winter,” Faith said.

      "Who's Winter?" Quinn asked, a little lost.
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        * * *

      

      Nioh and Harrison walked through the shepherd's field, looking for Winter. They stopped at the tree David and Winter spent many nights leaning against. Nioh saw the carving of David's heart. The one he wrote the words,

      "Olivia," Nioh said as he read the carving. He turned around and looked at Harrison.

      "You think Faulkner wrote this?" Nioh asked.

      Harrison looked at the heart.

      "Who cares? Let's find this dog." Harrison said.

      Nioh looked down at the dirt at the base of the tree. He noticed a blood splatter.

      "Is that blood to you?" He asked Harrison.

      Harrison leaned closer to the tree for a better look. Nioh took a few steps around the perimeter. Harrison focused on the blood splatter and what looked like someone's tooth.

      "Harrison!" Nioh called out.

      Nioh pointed to more blood and indentation that a body was drugged through the muddy debris.

      "What do you think happened here?" Nioh asked.

      Harrison looked at the bloody mess.

      "Hey! It is a jail. Somebody got their butt kicked, I guess. Let's find this dog." Harrison said as he looked around the field.

      Nioh looked around till his eyes looked down towards the valley of death. Dark clouds covered the valley due to the coming storm.

      "Maybe the dog ran off through the woods. It's a prison. How far does it go." Harrison said as he suggested a walk through the Valley of Death.

      Nioh hesitated as he scanned the yard for other options. He didn't see a dog or any other suggestions but to follow Harrison.

      "All right!" Nioh said he walked with a purpose.

      Harrison had to jog briefly to catch up to Nioh and his head start.

      "Hey, slow down. You don't want to scare the dog away now." Harrison said as they reached the valley gates.

      Nioh opened the gates to the cemetery.

      "After you," Nioh said as he stepped to the side.

      Harrison went in first and looked around.

      "Should we call her name?" Nioh asked.

      "No, we will probably scare her. She doesn't know us. How many dogs are we looking for? Just one. Let's split up and call out if you find her. I'll go this way." Harrison said as he took off.

      Nioh went in the opposite direction. The wind tussling around him made it hard for him to see. He made eye contact with a deer before it ran off from the thunder that blasted the sky. His eyes followed the deer, wondering how it was on the prison grounds. Nioh jumped when thunder exploded louder a second time. A sound of falling leaves behind him turned his attention to a few open grave sites. Nioh bent down and found a bullet casing. He picked it up to examine it. He was hit in the back of the head and blacked out from the impact.

      A few hours later. Faith and a team of FBI agents found Nioh and Harrison's unconscious bodies. One of the grave sites had been exhumed.

      Faith attended to Nioh after he regained consciousness.

      "Are you all right?" She asked him as she helped him to his feet.

      "Yeah. I think so. My head is killing me." Nioh said as he grabbed the back of his head.

      "What happened?" Faith asked.

      "Not sure. Where's Harrison?" Nioh asked.

      "Someone got him also. We're guessing it may have been a few of the missing inmates. We'll find them. Let's get you some help?" Faith said.

      Nioh heisted, and he looked at Faith.

      "What's wrong?" Faith asked him.

      "If it was inmates. Why do I still have my service weapon? Where did they go in a prison? There is no way out." Nioh said as he looked around, confused.

      "If there's no way out. Where's Mister Faulkner?" Faith asked as she walked back towards the central prison.

      "Where's Winter?" Nioh asked, still wondering who got the jump on himself and Harrison.
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      David was also thinking about Winter, touring Isaias's home with the rest of the Disciples, finding comfort in living corridors other than a cell for the first time since prison. He was getting reacquainted with the free world and feeling relaxed from constantly looking over his shoulder.

      Isaias and his wife have been trying to have children. The newlyweds had space for visitors that didn't carry much but themselves. The young couple only dreamed of America. Having Americans at their dinner table was a first for them.

      After Noel said grace over dinner, chatter around the table of American highlights of New York, Hollywood, and Atlanta was the topic of their entertainment.

      David stayed quiet for most of the conversation. He was savoring his first home-cooked meal. He participated in a few laughs, but the longevity of his freedom remained in the back of his mind.

      After dinner, Isaias gathered the disciples in his office to get Intel on their mission. He tried to get his unit on the radio. The communications were dead. Isaias had a puzzled look. He tried again to get a signal, but the radios were off.

      "Strange. Signals dead." Isaias said as he placed the radio down.

      David admired some of Isaias' defense force achievements he had around his office. Noel sat across from Isaias. Noel sensed his concern.

      "Everything's all right?" Noel asked.

      David turned his attention to the conversation. He took a seat when he heard the concern in Noel's voice. Nikki and Justin followed David.

      "Anytime you are doing covert operations in Canaanite territory. You should be worried. These are some of the most dangerous terrorists in the Middle East. I'm sticking my neck out. If this goes sideways, it's my career. I hope this jelly is worth it. Rochel will never understand and forgive me for this. If this cost me my job." Isaias said as he pointed to the picture of his wife on his desk.

      "Not just any jelly. Royal Jelly! Saving lives is always worth it." Noel said.

      Isaias looked at Noel. He still showed concern.

      "In all efforts to find a cure. The rich antioxidants in royal jelly. They have been proven to combat high amounts of phospholipase and all other potential viruses from any strain of serpent overload poisoning. The medical term we use for an Ardent virus from serpent poisoning in the medical field. Royal Jelly has been the best outcome in our labs. Unfortunately, the best of what we need comes from the side of the border the Israelites are at war with. It was a miracle we finally found the source on Jekyll Island. We must stop the current tainted batch of serpent juice before it becomes something we cannot handle globally." Noel said as he tried to assure Isaias he was doing the right thing.

      Isaias looked puzzled.

      "Wait! How bad is it? You mean it's not contained, and your government is hiding this?" Isaias asked.

      Noel looked at the disciples with some disappointment in himself.

      "That's why our government put the Disciples in charge. We know the reason for the tainted batch of serpent juice. We believe we pinpointed the actual serpent." Noel said as he pointed to Justin.

      Isaias looked at the Disciples.

      "You know the evil behind the serpent?" Isaias asked.

      Noel looked at Justin. He pointed at him and gave him the floor.

      "I've seen him. His name's Moloch. He is here and may spread his poison if we don't act fast. You don't want people consuming that stuff. It may be good at first, but it eats them up alive. Worse than what you already have here." Justin said as he painfully remembered his days of self-destruction.

      Isaias heisted as he judged Justin. He was looking at his arms.

      "We are also looking for the man smuggling him. He may have questions about a murder we're investigating." David said.

      "They believe Colin and Moloch are also after the Gath. I believe Moloch wants a non-destructible body. We need to know where it is and find it before they do." Noel said.

      Isaias leaned closer to the disciples. He had a look of panic across his face. It became apparent something was disturbing him.

      "Why do I feel there is something you're not telling us?" David asked. The disciples became intrigued by David's inquiry.

      "It looks like our governments have many secrets. A few days ago. The servants of Baalhanno Devel. Also known as Baal, broke into one of our vaults by using an underground tunnel. They eliminated the security and stole a few items belonging to Great King David. Including the crown of the great giant he defeated. What the public knows as the champion crown from Gath. We had it this whole time under twenty-four-hour surveillance. Now our government is more concerned about a mole." Isaias told them.

      "Why wasn't this reported to the media?" Noel asked.

      "We reported the robbery, just not the items that went missing. That isn't a public privilege. They had no choice. We lost two good soldiers that night. According to the Israelites, the power of the Gath doesn't exist. No one knew we had it. Including myself until recently. We're told to keep it under wraps until the Americans move their embassy to Jerusalem and recognize our capital. We don't want to spook the Americans by thinking we don't have secure borders. Our intelligence is leading the investigation. The Knesset is more concerned about their political agenda against the Canaanite Authority. That's all I know, and that's highly classified and privileged information." Isaias told them. He made sure they understood the information they were passed.

      The Disciples nodded their heads.

      "What is so important about the meeting that the Israelites need to keep this quiet?" Justin asked.

      "Always looking for a story," Nikki said as she mocked his reporter instincts.

      "Our two nations are signing a deal to recognize Jerusalem as Israel's capital and the Israelites' home. A political move that infuriates the Canaanites. Moving the American embassy back to Jerusalem shows a force of alliance. A move that Canaanite nationalist like Baal detests. We have intercepted chatter about Canaanite loiters and rioters from the West Bank. Possibly a terror attack among the protesters. I'm leading the security detail while the president is in town. Tomorrow, I have a briefing and a security detail for the arrival of President Grump in two days. If you are looking for Colin, and he wants to meet with Baal. I would start at his Serpent Casino. Speaking of Serpents. It's their obsession with that place. There is a club within a club, but no Israelite has been able to get inside because it has been rumored that they never come out when they do. No Israelite unit wants to go undercover in there, but it is something that my American friends shouldn't have a problem with. I don't know how you will find your way around, but I would be cautious if I were you." Isaias told them.

      "I'm not sure it's a good idea for us to look for bad men. Trouble shouldn't go looking for trouble." Nikki said.

      "I'm going. I'll do it," David said.

      The disciples looked at him.

      "Are you sure? It could be a suicide mission." Noel said.

      "Yes. The Lord brought me this far. He will be with me wherever I go. The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. All roads to Colin lead through a slithery path, but I need to find Colin. Somehow, that's why I'm here." David said. The spirit of the Lord circled the room.

      "I'm with you," Justin said.

      "Justin, wait! We need to talk about this." Nikki said.

      "Nothing to talk about. I can't let Moloch harm more people. I also can't let David go in there alone. I got his back. I am also caught up in this. Colin tried to kill me. I also need to find Colin." Justin said.

      "I agree. I feel responsible for you guys. I'm in." Noel said.

      "He tried to kill me also. I guess we all need to find Colin. What are we going to do if we find him?" Nikki asked.

      "I think it's more than that. We must find out what he's doing and if he's dealing with terrorists. If he is dealing with trouble. We need to find out why God put us here." David said.

      The disciples became speechless, but they felt in their spirits he was right.

      "I'm in. Someone has to keep an eye on the three of you." Nikki said as she tried to boost her confidence.

      "Great! I have some extra gear to help you blend in. It will keep you safe and connected if you somehow split up. I advise you not to engage with the servants of Baal. He is also the leader of the Zealots. If you see Baal or the Gath. Call me right away. Don't try to be a hero. Classic observe and report and let my team engage in combat. Only defend yourself if necessary. Staying alive matters." Isaias said.

      David felt pressure as the Disciples looked at him. Knowing he was responsible for their current living situation. He was looking for his answers but felt the urge in his spirit to serve the Lord.

      As the night dwelled, the disciples finished their strategy inside the casino. They studied blueprints and photos on the casino's website for better visuals.

      Isaias orientated The Disciples with their Israel's defense force tactical gear. Isaias wasn't sure how he had the exact number of communication devices and stun guns with neutralizing bullets for the disciples.

      Isaias pulled out a black weapon case from his cache. He laid it in front of the disciples. He looked David in the eyes and slid the case towards him.

      "This is all I have left. It's a prototype. I figured you may want to try it." Isaias said.

      David looked puzzled as he detached the hatches on the weapon case.

      David pulled out a tactical slingshot with a laser sight and light. The case had a pouch with various pellets. David was speechless when he held it.

      "Seriously. These guys have guns; all you have are these and a slingshot." Justin expressed his concern about the gear.

      "This will do just fine. It doesn't make a sound, and they will never know what hit them." David said as he became more familiar with the sling.

      "Exactly. It was inspired by our first king, who took out a giant. Maybe it's time to slay another. It looks like you handled one of those before." Isaias said.

      "Oddly enough. It's not my first time." David said as he picked up the pouch.

      "Mind if I practice outside David asked.

      Isaias's office had a man-made backdoor that led to a few acres of nowhere. He pointed to that door.

      "I have some trees with targets outback, but I doubt you see them in the dark. That's all the ammo I have. The rest you must find on your own. The good thing is, that thing can sling anything you can." Isaias said.

      Rochel knocked and entered with a tray. She carried a teapot and a few empty cups.

      "It's late, and I figured you guys had a long day. I made some hibiscus tea. Hopefully, it gives you a peaceful sleep after feeling jetlagged." Rochel said as she laid the platter down.

      The disciples thanked Rochel for her hospitality. David poured himself a glass and took it with him outside. The full moon and the stars caught his eye as the chilly Israel air brushed his face. David went for the warm tea. It warmed his soul as it slowly went down. He loved the taste of freedom. David relaxed on a hammock with his slingshot. He continued to sip the tea and gazed peacefully at the moon illuminating the clear sky.

      David laid down his sling to swing on the hammock. The movement put him into a deep sleep. David's mind took a dreamful adventure into the heavenly realms.
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        * * *

      

      David stood in a room of white light. He had to cover his eyes with his arm to see the womanly figure before him. Standing far away, the familiar voice told him,

      "Come, follow me." She instructed.

      "Olivia?" David said as he chased her, but she vanished when he caught up to her. David continued to search. The more his consciousness adventured in heaven, the easier it was for him to feel love and peace. The light was no longer blinding him but aiding him.

      David heard another voice.

      "Baal and the Serpent King Devil are up to their evil schemes. They are trying to destroy all disciples." The voice said.

      David moved closer to the voice but couldn't see who was speaking.

      Then David heard the voice of the Lord,

      "Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?"

      "Here am I. Send me. Send me. Send Me." David said several times as he woke up suddenly.
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        * * *

      

      David removed the blanket someone covered him with. He sat up after he realized he was dreaming. A pot of warm tea was placed next to his sling. David looked at the moon hovering over a cloud above him.

      "Send me!" David sighed, keeping his eyes on the moon. The cloud formed into a large arm and stretched out to reach him. David touched it. Not sure if he was still asleep or not. The cloud shook David's hand. Then, the cloud disintegrated into a smaller word.

      Disciples.
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      They were parked across the street, taking turns looking through a pair of binoculars. The disciples surveyed the side perimeter and penthouse section of the Serpent Casino. They quickly noticed armed security tightly tracking the area on foot and with hidden technology.

      David nervously sipped his breakfast coffee, watching Justin efficiently work the Israelite technology Isaias gave them.

      Justin's investigative reporting knowledge helped prepare David to move covertly throughout the casino. The disciples tracked his movement from the service van across the street.

      David took a nervous stroll across the boulevard. He stopped time for the locals as an American who presumed to carry valuables. Panhandlers, con men, and swindlers tried to size the righteous as prey or warrior. Blessed was the one who walked in the name of the Lord.

      "David."

      "Do you hear me?" David asked Justin as he approached the casino doors. Security stopped him at the door.

      "Yes, and we have visuals," Justin said as he adjusted the laptop feed. Noel and Nikki nervously looked over his shoulder. They watched David's every move from his contact lens camera in his right eye.

      Security scanned David's face with their Android software. David and the Zealot eyed each other as the android stopped.

      'ERROR,' The device echoed. David’s face was frozen on the screen—bold 'ERROR' across his face.

      The Zealot smacked the device several times in frustration.

      "I hate this new process. Stupid crap is broken again. You're American, right?" The Zealot asked.

      "I am," David replied.

      The Zealot tried to get the android to work. He gave a signal to the other Zealot security soldier.

      The Zealot stamped David's hand with their signature serpent QR code and gave him a brochure with a map of Serpent City.

      "Go ahead." The Zealot told David as he tried to give him a stern look.

      The disciples watching David were astonished by the irony of broken technology. Their hearts restarted as David entered the casino.

      "The was close," Justin said.

      "I don't think so. Nothing is impossible if you work for the Lord." David said as he moved through the first corridor of the casino. The disciples continued to look on nervously. David opened the map when he was lost in Serpent City. Spectators around him jumped at the opportunity to charm the outsider. David watched the ways of the wicked as they idolized the serpent around their shoulders. Men and women that worked for pleasure offered themselves to David. He rejected their advances as he moved through the corridors of the Serpent City Casino.

      "I have no idea where to look," David said.

      "Look for a private section of the casino. Isaias thinks most of the illegal activity happens in the dark. Possible where Baal keeps his office and penthouse." Noel said.

      David rechecked the map. He saw a sign for a members-only section inside an area marked 'Serpent Club.'

      "That must be the club Isaias was talking about. I need to find a way inside their V.I.P.," David said.

      "Are you sure it's a good idea? What if you get caught?" Nikki asked.

      "What other options do I have? Oh, snap." David said as he ducked behind a wall.

      "What is it?" Justin asked.

      "That's the Bigley lawyer. If he's here, Colin must be close." David said as he spotted Ethan walking towards the serpent club.

      "Wait. The lawyer's dirty also?" Nikki asked.

      "Where is he going?" Noel asked.

      "Towards the club," David said as he watched Ethan move out of view toward the direction of the Serpent Club.

      Noel looked at the other disciples in the van.

      "If he leads to Colin. You can't let him get out of your site. He's our only lead. You need to follow him." Noel told David.

      David left the wall and started a slow pursuit of Ethan. He slowly kept pace from seven feet away. Serpent City was getting darker the further he went. Detestable practices of idolaters performing divination, sorcery, and witchcraft entertained the enthusiast. Most compromised their soul for the hidden pleasure of their flesh.

      "I can't believe people do such things," Nikki said as she saw a wicked one place a live serpent down his throat.

      "Canaanites are known for their detestable practices and traditions. This here is a little extreme but not illegal." Noel said as he tried to ensure their vision.

      David stopped at a serpent booth when he saw Ethan and Jason talking at the doors of the Serpent Club.

      "That's the cop," David said.

      "What do you mean? What cop?" Justin asked.

      "The darn cop that arrested me," David said as he quickly took his eyes off Jason when Jason looked in his direction—almost making eye contact.

      "Are you sure? It can't be the same guy." Nikki said.

      David looked towards the serpent club again. Jason walked towards David, and Ethan entered the Serpent Club.

      "Yeah, it's him. He's coming my way." David said as he tried to be entertained by the idolater playing with fire to entertain his patrons. They cheered as he fooled them with his witchcraft. David played along as he watched Jason slowly walk behind him. Jason didn't notice David a few inches away from him.

      "How can you be so sure? It's been so long." Noel said.

      David remembered the day Jason laid the cuffs on him and whispered in his ear.

      "Yeah, it's him. I can't forget that nightmare." David said as he watched Jason's every move until he went out of his view towards the direction Ethan came from.

      David walked towards the entrance of the Serpent Club.

      Burning Asherah poles waited at the entrance for David. An 'Adult-only' sign was displayed under the serpent. David pulled on the gold serpent doorknockers and entered the dark pleasure pen. Shrine prostitutes offered themselves to David as he rushed through the crowded orgy. A waitress with a platter of serpent wine offered David a glass. He snubbed her to look for Ethan in the crowd. He briefly spotted Ethan as the doors to the members-only section closed behind him. Zealots guarded the entrance.

      "He went into the V.I.P. Colin must be back there, but it's heavily guarded. I can't get back there." David told them as he looked around. The dark floor made the visibility in front of him obscure.

      "What are you going to do now?" Noel asked.

      David moved towards the guarded door but bumped into the waitress with the Serpent wine. She spilled the remaining glasses she had on her platter.

      "I'm sorry," David said to her.

      "Watch it." She scolded him as she picked up the glasses on the platter.

      "I'm sorry," David said again as he tried to help her.

      She ignored him and headed towards the kitchen. David watched and followed her. The busy kitchen had Canaanites speaking in their native language, filling dishes for their special guest with various exotic illegal consumables. David hid behind a cabinet as he quickly glanced around the kitchen.

      A few servers loaded food treys on a food cabinet in a service elevator on the other side of the kitchen. The waitress David bumped into tried to clean her blouse. It distracted the cooks as they shouted flirty obscenities at her. It allowed David to slip past them towards the service elevator. He pressed the bottom and startled the workers as the doors closed.

      "Ghost!" They yelled in unison and ran out of the kitchen. Security ran into the kitchen as the service elevator ascended.

      "Where do you think that goes?" Justin asked David.

      "I have no idea. Seems like my only option. The food looked exotic, so it must be going to someone important." David said as the elevator came to a stop.

      The doors opened, and a Humanoid server tried to grab the food cabinet.

      "Someone's here," David whispered. He made the cart too heavy to pull.

      "Be careful, David," Nikki said as she nervously looked on.

      The humanoid bent down to look at the wheels. It made eye contact with David and jolted back. David slowly came out of the bottom of the food cart. He showed the humanoid his hands.

      The humanoid tried to scan David's face with its software.

      "Error. Unidentified Human. Error. Unidentified Human." It said as its eyes turned red.

      "What's going on?" David asked.

      "It must be a humanoid," Justin said.

      "A what?" David said as he reached for his slingshot.

      "A human robot. I guess it cuts down on labor. Very popular in some countries." Justin told the disciples.

      "Why is it dressed like a terrorist? Like one of the Zealots?" Nikki asked.

      "Brings fear to anyone that can't tell the difference. A part of the deception. You fear the uniform no matter who's in it." Noel said.

      "Error. Unidentified Human." The humanoid said again after it retried to scan David's face. It was stuck with its mouth open.

      "Sounds smart. How do I kill it?" David asked as he put the slingshot laser light on the humanoid.

      "I'm not sure," Justin said. He looked at the other disciples.

      "Thanks. Tells me a lot." David said as he pulled the rubber band on the sling and let the bearing ball zip through the humanoid's mouth. The bearing ball ripped out the back of the humanoid's head. It fell to its knees before falling flat on its face.

      "I guess there is one way," Justin said.

      David turned the humanoid over. He took off its balaclava.

      The disciples were amazed by the authenticity of the android.

      "Amazing. Can't tell the difference." Justin said about the technology.

      A door slammed down the hall. A few footsteps approached the service elevator. It was another Zealot checking on the humanoid.

      "What's the hold-up? Boss is waiting." The Zealot yelled towards the elevator.

      David put on the balaclava and removed the clothes from the android. He stuffed the android in the elevator vent and pushed the cart out dressed like a Zealot.

      "Be careful, David, if you get caught wearing Zealot attire and being an outsider. It leads to a different level of death. They don't play nice either." Noel said.

      David continued to push the cart and follow the Zealot.

      "What does that mean? There are different levels of death." Nikki asked.

      "They like to make an example out of people. It will probably be a public beheading. After rounds of torture to discover your motivates." Noel said.

      David looked at the Zealot nervously when Noel told him his potential fate. The Zealot opened the door for David, and he pushed the food cabinet into the room.

      "Ah, finally!" A servant of Baal screeched. He grabbed the food cabinet from David.

      "Give me that. You're late." The servant said and ran away with the food cabinet.

      The door closed behind David, and the Zealot stood guard by the door. David looked at the Zealot. They made eye contact. The Zealot stepped towards David.

      "David, be smart. Don't do anything stupid." Noel warned as the Zealot came closer.

      "What are you doing? Stand guard at the door, idiot." The Zealot told David. David stood guard by the door with the other Zealot, giving David and the disciples an eye and an ear view of the meeting between Baal and the Canaanite authority.
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      David stood guard at the door and focused his eyes on Baal at the head of the table.

      "That's Baal," Noel said.

      A servant of Baal gave Baal his dish. Another poured him some fancy, colorful serpent wine. Baal consumed his meal with his false prophets.

      A powerful Zealot with arms the size of a Titanoboa entered from the mirror behind Baal. He was carrying the head of one of the original scientists on the missionary. He dropped it in next to Baal.

      The disciple's hearts fell to their laps. David felt remorseful. The disciples became uneasy, knowing why they couldn't be reached all night.

      Baal took a sip of serpent wine.

      "Did he say anything?" Baal asked as he continued to eat like the huge Zealot wasn't there.

      "He kept saying, honey." The Beef said.

      Baal threw his glass against the wall. A servant quickly refilled another one to replace it.

      "You stupid big for nothing. How did they find me? Do they know about tomorrow?" Baal asked The Beef.

      The Beef shrugged his shoulders. He couldn't respond.

      "You have five more participants and a dog. See what the dog knows, then feed it to the Leviathan." Baal said.

      "Winter!" David said as he slowly reached for his slingshot.

      The Beef acknowledged with his head and walked away.

      "Take your friend with you," Baal said as he continued his lunch.

      "David. Listen. We will get Winter back. We will find a way. But we need to get you out alive." Noel said.

      "He's right, bro. You're a sitting duck at this point." Justin told David.

      David's heart fell when he became worried about Winter. The contact lens became watery on the disciple's laptop. Justin tried to fix the camera feed. Nikki placed a hand on his shoulder, telling him not to worry about the footage.

      David refocused when a Zealot escorted Colin to a seat next to Baal.

      "That's Colin!" Justin yelled. He pointed him out to Noel. Noel leaned closer for a better look.

      "I can't see him," Noel said as Colin sat down.

      David turned his head slightly and focused on Baal and Colin's conversation. Baal finished another glass of serpent wine.

      "I'm sorry about your father," Baal said as he held up a glass for a toast with Colin. They toasted.

      "I'm ruined. The feds found everything about my drug and animal trafficking business. They shut down the shop and froze all my accounts. My passports were flagged. I need to stay low for a while until I figure something out. We can't return to the States—Ethan, Jason, and me. The FBI will be waiting. The way it sounds. I will never see the light again if I go back." Colin said.

      "What happened?" Baal asked.

      "I don't know—bad luck. My dad died in front of the FBI. They had to do an illegal search but with so much evidence. It's going to be hard to prove. My insurance plan failed me. I need to reconsider my associates. I have nothing to lose now. If I'm going to die, I need to live first. I'm going to use my body. I want to reject my soul." Colin said.

      "Excellent decision, my friend. But I'm afraid we have a problem. It looks like you comprised my operations with the Americans. Your crumbs landed on my plate." Baal said.

      "Wait. Impossible. I was careful. It will be a miracle if they can get into my server. They have the animals and may want to question me about my father's business. I can assure you. They will never link our connection. They could track my father's plane, which landed here, but that is as far as it would take them. Unless you messed up." Colin said in defense. He pointed at Baal with confidence.

      Baal slammed his fist on the table.

      "I don't make mistakes," Baal argued back.

      His voice of rage echoed throughout the whole room. All eyes from his false prophets turned towards him.

      "You said they were in your house. Besides, we found Americans and a big white dog…."

      "Wait! A white dog. Do you have a picture?" Colin asked.

      "A white dog. Picture that in your mind. What do you think?" Baal scolded.

      "Never mind," Colin said with a bit of curiosity.

      "If it's not your fault. Somehow, I've been compromised. I need you to help me find out what they know. Clear your name. Make sure I can still trust you or have to feed you to my titans. Then, when we get the information out of the Americans, we can turn them into extra Nones." Baal said.

      "Speaking of Nones, my Lord. Will we have enough foot soldiers for tomorrow?" Elymas the Sorcerer asked.

      "Tomorrow? What's going on tomorrow?" Colin asked.

      "We are putting our None program into its first test run. Using the Americans, you brought us to create a protest. Then riot outside the Knesset. President Grump and the Prime Minister of Israel are meeting to make the deal to move the American Embassy. We need to distract them with the Nones, then use my Zealots to kidnap the Prime Minister of Israel. Make the meeting come to a halt." Baal said.

      "What do you plan on doing to the Prime Minister?" Colin asked.

      "Make him work for me so I can build another casino on the other side. Rest the Israelite government so it won't be under Yahweh but under the freedom of society." Baal said maliciously behind his drunkenness.

      "We have to warn Isaias," Noel told the disciples.

      Suddenly, a Zealot interrupted the lunch with urgent news. Jason followed him. The Zealot showed Baal the frozen screen with David and the error message.

      "We have a problem," Jason told them.

      "Faulkner!" Colin yelled.

      "Breadcrumbs? Explain!" Baal demanded.

      "Are they talking about David?" Nikki asked the disciples.

      "I believe so. Looks like your covers blown, David. You have to find a way out." Noel said.

      The Zealot explained his story.

      "This American came through the side entrance. I've never seen him before. I scanned him with this new software you gave us, and it froze the unit. I took it to get fixed, and I ran into this guy and showed him the picture. He demanded I take him to his boss right away. He even pulled a gun on me." The Zealot said.

      "I didn't have time to explain," Jason said apologetically.

      "A friend of yours?" Baal asked Colin and Jason.

      "He's the guy that killed my mother," Colin said.

      "What is he doing here?" Baal asked.

      "Looking for a second chance. The dog belongs to him. Get rid of the dog, and you will get rid of him. Then I will become in debt to you. I have nothing else." Colin said.

      "Find and kill him," Baal instructed the Zealot and Jason. They left to do as told.

      "You two. Come with me." Baal instructed David and the other Zealot guarding the door.

      "I'm taking care of your American problem. How about we take care of my American problem? Let's go get some answers and make some Nones." Baal said as the mirror lifted.

      David and the Disciples saw the inactivated 'NONES.' Programmed and ready to rage war against the Israelites.
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      David stayed back to be cautious. He slowly followed Colin and Baal through the mirror and to the 'NONE' station. David saw the NONES standing in a solid phalanx. They were hooked up to virtual reality goggles that lit green. Their wired cylinder was disconnected.

      "Looks like you made some progress," Colin said as he walked around the Nones.

      "We still have to put a chip in them. I hope your program works and your idea of spreading poison." Baal said.

      David lingered behind and watched intensely as Colin walked around the Nones.

      "Unbelievable, they are making human robots. I've never seen anything like it." Justin said as the disciples continued to look on in astonishment.

      "Instead of buying humanoids. They decided to cut costs and create their own. This has to be illegal in so many ways." Nikki said.

      "David, focus on Colin next to one humanoid. Let's see if we can take a screenshot for evidence." Noel said.

      "Good idea," Justin replied as he magnified the resolution on the computer.

      David did as Noel suggested. However, his focus was already on Colin as he thought of getting Colin alone.

      "Got it," Justin said as he saved a photo to the desktop.

      "See if you can get close to Baal. I should get a good picture for Isaias." Justin said.

      David took his focus off Colin and looked for Baal.

      Baal's back was turned from him, standing in front of the Nones. David slowly took a few steps toward the Nones, passing the other Zealot that stood guard at the door. The Zealot grabbed David's shoulder and turned him around.

      Before the Zealot had the opportunity to say anything to David, his thoughts were interrupted by barking. The noise gathered the attention of the room.

      David also turned his attention to the familiar bark. He saw The Beef carrying Winter under his armpit. Winter was desperately kicking and wailing to be free. The Beef grabbed her by the neck and lifted her above his head. He threatened her with his fist. Winter urinated in The Beef's face, and he dropped her. He was becoming the amusement of the room at the Beef's expense.

      "That's the dog!" Colin shouted as Winter ran to David.

      Winter almost knocked David over. Colin ran over and grabbed her collar. He snatched her off David as if he was doing David a favor. Colin turned to Baal.

      "If Faulkner is still here. He's looking for her or me. Let's use her for bait, and we can eliminate both headaches." Colin told Baal.

      Baal took Winter away from Colin. He picked her up by the collar and raised her above his head.

      "You will be a tasty dinner for Leviathan," Baal said as he referenced his pet sea serpent.

      A few Zealots brought out three more bodies with dark bags over their heads, beaten and deprived of humanity, displayed for the authority like a slave auction.

      "Oh my!" Noel cried when he saw his friends.

      Baal turned to David and the other Zealot.

      "You two. Put this dog in a serpent pit for the main event and when Faulkner comes to save his pup. You make sure he's dead before feeding them to Leviathan." Baal told them. He slammed Winter into the ground in front of David.

      Winter yelped as she hit the floor. David gave Baal a hard, cold look. Baal was confused that he was intimidated by the man behind his mask.

      "Pick the dog up, and let's go." The Zealot instructed David.

      David glanced at Colin. They made eye contact. David ripped a hole in Colin's soul, and the room felt it.

      David picked Winter up and carried her back through the mirror.

      "David, hold on. We're going to get you out." Noel said as he got ready to leave the van.

      "I'm going with you," Nikki said.

      "No, this is too dangerous. These guys will kill with no hesitation. There are no laws for these people." Noel told Nikki.

      "I'm in," Justin said.

      "No!" Noel and Nikki said in unison.

      "I'm the only one with combat experience and government credentials. I need you two to stay here and be ready to haul out." Noel told them. He left the van and headed towards the casino.

      David continued to carry Winter as they followed the Zealot to the elevator of Baal's penthouse. The doors closed, and the Zealot pulled out a flask. He drank from the bottle as the elevator descended. The Zealot offered some to David. David shook his head to decline. The Zealot looked at Winter and put the flask to her nuzzle. Winter sniffed it, and David moved her away.

      "What? Don't you think the dog's thirsty?" The Zealot asked.

      The elevator stopped at the main lobby, and the Zealot closed his flask and put it away. David followed the Zealot. David noticed security was increased at the exits.

      Spectators laid eyes on Winter. They were wondering what prop she would be used for. Winter became frightened by the serpents and hung on David.

      "Stupid thing likes you. Are you friends now?" The Zealot mocked as they entered a public area of the casino and resort. He led them down a corridor marked entertainment services but stopped suddenly. A person of pleasure laid eyes on the Zealot, and he became distracted with lust. He suddenly stopped and turned to David when the shrine pleasure called for him.

      "You know what. I think I had too much to drink. You lead the way. I'll catch up." The Zealot told David.

      David turned and went the other way while the Zealot was being occupied. He held Winter close as they came back to the common area. Security noticed David standing still and gazing around.

      Noel briefly walked beside David with a phone and a cup of coffee.

      "I'll create a distraction. Be ready." Noel said, behind the sip of coffee. He kept moving before David could interpret the conversation. He heard enough of it through his earbud.

      Jason came out of an elevator with a few security officers. He saw David standing there holding Winter. They locked eyes, and Jason gave the security officers instructions. He took a belt from one of the officers and approached David.

      "Dude, put the dog down. You look like you're holding a baby. Put this on it.” Jason said as he gave David the Belt.

      David sat Winter down and made a makeshift leash.

      "Now, let's go catch this loser," Jason said as he led David to a private elevator. Jason pressed the button for club level.

      "A waitress said she might have bumped into him at the serpent club. She's waiting for me in the VIP." Jason said.

      David looked at Jason.

      "I know what you're thinking. Why all this trouble for one man? I told Colin. He should have buried him a long time ago." Jason said as the elevator came to a stop.

      "What does he mean by that?" Justin asked.

      The service elevator led to the loading docks of the club, exposing the illegal smuggling artifact operation, including items from the recent vault heist. Israelite defense force uniforms hung beside them.

      Several men surrounded the waitress, including one of Isaias's men from his private security detail. David made sure he made eye contact with him.

      "I got you, David. We know who our mole is?" Justin said as he took a photo for their evidence.

      “Yo Judas, What did she say?" Jason asked Judas, the Israelite mole.

      "Faulkner spilled serpent wine on her. She made eye contact with him when he tried to help. He was in the club." Judas said.

      "Did you guys sweep the club?" Jason asked.

      "Of course, and no way he's upfront in VIP either," Judas said.

      Jason thought of the possibilities of David's movements.

      "David, there is a loading dock next to a trash chute. If you can get out the double doors. We will be waiting." Justin said as Nikki parked outside the loading dock cameras next to the trash cans. Security was moved to the inside to look for David.

      "David, it's now or never. You guys get out of here. I'll meet you back at base." Noel said.

      Noel cut some electrical cables and set them on fire. He left the electrical closet and pulled the fire alarm next to the door.

      The fire alarms sounded throughout the resort and casino.

      Remnants of the alarm echoed in the back of the club. Everyone reacted to the ominous sound.

      "FAULKNER!" Jason shouted as he pulled out a gun.

      "Smart. He's becoming the predator." Judas said.

      "I'll hold on to the bait. You go hunt the lion." Jason told Judas.

      Judas and the men with him left. Jason instructed the woman to leave.

      "You stay with the dog. It seems to like you. Just keep it away from me." Jason said as he looked at Winter and David. David nodded his head as the fire alarm kept blazing the building.

      "I didn't catch your name. I'm Jason, by the way." Jason said as he extended his arm to David in greeting. He held it awkwardly as David contemplated nervously.

      David looked at Winter before reaching out and grabbing Jason's hand, squeezing it to make Jason uncomfortable.

      "Dude!" Jason said when David squeezed harder.

      David took off the mask and looked Jason in the eyes.

      "David! And you're right-handed." David said as he broke Jason's hand.

      "Ouch, son of," Jason said as he tried to throw a punch with his left arm.

      David kicked him in the knee and broke his leg. Winter jumped and bit Jason in the groin. David grabbed the gun on Jason's waistline and pointed at Jason's head when he turned around.

      "Do you it," Jason said as he held his hand.

      "David. That's not you. We don't seek revenge." Nikki reminded him.

      "What are you waiting for? You coward. You ain't no killer all of a sudden?" Jason mock.

      "I never was! You made me that. Why?" David asked as he stepped closer with the gun.

      Jason stepped back after seeing David's anger.

      "David!" Nikki cried.

      "They paid me. They paid me." Jason yelled.

      "What do you mean?" David asked.

      "Until all the kings are dead. No one is safe." Jason said.

      Judas and the security officers returned from their search. They saw David holding the gun above Jason's head.

      "FAULKNER!" They yelled as they shot at David.

      "David!" Nikki yelled frantically as she heard the shots.

      David returned fire as he ran. Winter followed him as bullets bounced off the walls and pavement. David jumped in the trash chute, and Winter jumped in after him.

      David and Winter slid down the chute and landed in the dumpster. Nikki backed the van against the dumpster, and Justin opened the back doors. David and Winter jumped in the back of the van, escaping the casino and resort, running from a hail of bullets.
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      Baal wiped his entire operation after the incident with David and his Zealots. The evil beast feared a raid from the defense force would come for him. Instead, the fire marshals fined the building for many broken codes. It Exposed the establishment to more unwanted attention and inspections. An investigation into his fraudulent business would soon follow.

      Colin and Jason were at the mercy of Baal after letting David get too close and shutting his business down. Baal wanted to hold them accountable and make an example of them. Baal held court with his false prophets and Elymas the Sorcerer.

      With Moloch around his neck, Colin sat in a chair across from Baal. Jason stood up with the help of crutches. His knee was inside a brace, and his hand was in a cast next to Colin. Baal scolded them as he looked deep inside their souls.

      "You two messed up my entire operation in one day. How hard is it to kill one man? Now I must take care of your problems because it's starting to be my problem. You Americans are nothing but screw-ups and bad luck. I can't let this deal happen tomorrow. You almost put my plans in danger. I'm sure security will be extra tight above the surface, but thanks to Judas. We will have the underground tunnels clear for a snatch and grab of the prime minister. Something you almost put at risk!" Baal yelled.

      "Cursed are the Americans." Elymas the Sorcerer said.

      "I didn't know the dude was dressed like one of your guys. Plus, he was holding his dog. So who's at fault for that? That's on your people for being sloppy." Jason said in his defense.

      "Maybe your stupid humanoids. That's why you need real humans. The ones you have lack common sense." Colin added.

      Elymas the Sorcerer whispered in Baal's ear.

      "I told you we should have added a few more cents to the packet." Elymas the Sorcerer said, frustrating Baal a little more.

      "He wouldn't have been in the casino if he wasn't looking for you. You brought a hungry lion that ruined me, and I want you to bring him to me. Since your right hand is no longer in service. You have to do it yourself." Baal told Colin.

      "How? I don't know anything about tracking someone down. Can I get a gun, at least? I want to make sure he stops walking this time." Colin said.

      "I want him alive, and If you go around blazing guns. The Israelites will put an end to you. Gunfire would shut down the encounter. It will be called off. Politicians aren't afraid of protest and opposition. It comes with the territory. This is something they won't see coming." Baal said.

      "These men have now become the lost and part of the fallen. I know tradition makes them in debt to you. I still need to live in a body before I can finally die. Tonight is the blood moon. If we don't have a clean specimen now. I know we're close. Come find me again on Serpent Island." Moloch said.

      "We can't risk it. We will find a way." Colin told Moloch.

      "The fire alarm created a panic, and the scientist escaped. Must have gone home to their wives." Baal said as he waved Abdul over.

      "Abdul stayed, but he said there is a problem," Baal said as Abdul joined the conversation.

      Suddenly, Colin became exhausted with a bit of chest pain. He grew lightheaded and fell to a knee. Moloch flew off his shoulders. Elymas, the Sorcerer, picked Moloch up and placed him on the table next to Baal.

      "You're all right?" Abdul asked as he bent down to give Colin some assistance.

      Colin placed his hand up. Not to be touched. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pill bottle. He swallowed his last pill and casually took a seat.

      "Moloch can't use my body to become lord because I inherited Thalassemia from my mother. Part of our Southern European heritage. It was her research before she died. Moloch offered me a taste of what he had in his poison, and it took my pain away by slowly draining him to near death as part of his curse. The same O.G. that cursed you and gave me this bad blood. We are all on the same team. I want to give Moloch a young body so that he can grow old as a human and not a cursed serpent." Colin said.

      "I don't get it. What will happen if he takes your soul with your defective blood?" Abdul asked curiously.

      "Yeah. What happens?" Jason asked.

      "You can't be a sacrifice if you don't have pure blood. He's a sheep with a defect. The poison in Moloch will be too much for his blood and will kill them both. Once Moloch is in his body, Colin dies. Moloch dies. You don't want any risk." Elymas the Sorcerer said.

      That's why you wanted the Nephilim D.N.A. Hoping it will be strong enough to transfuse in your bloodstream without killing you." Abdul said.

      "What do you mean?" Colin asked.

      "So, we have a problem." Abdul stuttered.

      "I told you this guy was a college dropout," Baal said with a lack of confidence.

      "Well, spill it," Colin said as he sat there impatiently. Moloch slithered closer to listen to the conversation.

      "The program was awesome," Abdul said, showing his nerdy side, dancing like he had won a prize.

      "The program worked better than advertised. 'WISER' worked by letting me cut the unknown D.N.A. sequence at a specific genetic location and insert half of the sample of what I assume was your D.N.A. It destroyed the hemoglobin and turned it into hemochromatosis." Abdul said.

      "What do you mean?" Colin asked.

      "It would have given you an iron overload and killed you. However, I took some of Moloch's venom and synced it with the unknown ancient gene, and the poison killed the extra iron, weakening the unknown gene. Like it ate it. I put the blood back into another serpent, and it became a Titanoboa. Like steroids for the serpent, its heart outgrew its body and burst open. It spread its guts all over me." Abdul said.

      "Ouch! There’s no way I'm letting that happen to you, bro. That's insane." Jason said.

      Colin sunk his head in disappointment. He thought about other options for a wasteful trip.

      "FAULKNER! You ruined everything." Colin yelled out in rage.

      "I see why you and Moloch got along so well," Baal said as he poured some serpent wine.

      Colin theorized Baal's comments.

      "When I inject Moloch's poison into my veins, If it doesn't kill me, It will make me stronger,” Colin said.

      "You mean it makes you high?" Jason nudge.

      "No! With Moloch, I am invincible. Faulkner ruined all of our lives today. I will give Moloch my soul, and I want you to drain my blood and inject me with the ancient D.N.A. I want to be the final experiment." Colin said.

      Abdul was speechless.

      "I don't think you understand what you're asking. If the poison in Moloch doesn't kill you. The extra iron in the ancient Nephilim gene will give you a heart attack and kill you. Either way, you are asking for a body bag." Abdul said.

      "Bro, he's right. That doesn’t sound like no fifty-fifty chance survival rate." Jason said.

      "You don't have to do this. I can sniff out one of these Zealots for good blood and take my chances." Moloch said.

      "My mother is dead. My father just died, and the only inheritance is dirty money. My sister hates me and won't help me at all." Colin said as he looked at Baal.

      "If this works. I will be in debt to you until I help you rebuild your empire." Colin told Baal.

      "How about we start a war? Let's destroy Faulkner, and you can lead the men of lost souls and Nones." Baal deceitfully told him.

      Colin looked at Jason.

      "You sure about this?" Jason asked.

      Colin looked at Baal and Moloch sitting across from him. Frustrated, he fell so hard on his face.

      "We only have tonight for Moloch to receive a new body. Everything lies on now. We don't have time to decide. My decision has been made. I will do anything for the Serpent that saved me. Colin said as he looked at Baal.

      Baal whispered to Elymas, the Sorcerer, and signaled to a few Zealots behind Colin.

      “Got ‘em! Let's get ready for the transfer of souls," Baal said behind a deceitful laugh.

      Zealots came and took Colin and Jason away. Abdul watched worriedly that this could go wrong.

      "Abdul," Baal called.

      "Yes, my lord."

      "Leviathan had a wonderful meal due to all the evidence we had to get rid of. I wonder how many more bodies I will feed him before the night ends." Baal said as Abdul intimidatingly walked away.

      Moloch slithered to Baal. Baal reached out his forearm, and Moloch drank the blood of his master.

      "You did good, my fine servant. I didn't know you could be so deceitful." Baal said.

      "It became easy once you get them hooked on the poison. Now I get to take his soul." Moloch said as he watched the Zealots prepare to strip Colin's life away in a ceremony of transfer of souls.
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      A blood moon hovered above the black sky. Deep in the jungle, Zealots banged on the drums to the anthem of their war cry.

      Burning Asherah poles provided the light and formation of the ceremonial circle. The Canaanite detestable practice of a new life taking over an old life was celebrated with serpent wine and hallucinogenic berries.

      A drunken, shirtless Colin was restrained for hours to a wooden board. A catheter in his left arm was draining his blood into an open bucket. Demonic zealots consumed it for their pleasure.

      Blood-sucking locus over his chest helped with the process. Colin became pale and fell in and out of consciousness. He had shallow breathing. A Zealot checked his pulse. He gave a thumbs-up sign to Elymas the Sorcerer.

      "It's time." Elymas the Sorcerer said as he signaled to Abdul.

      Abdul put on some sturdy medical gloves and entered a four-digit code in a government medical container. He pulled out the canister containing the modified Nephilim and serpent deoxyribonucleic acid mixture. The ice chilled the tree branches above it as Abdul carried the thick green syringe.

      Elymas, the Sorcerer, placed Moloch around the neck of Colin.

      "When I give the command. You enter his throat, and the command of souls will be complete. My part will be easy. I can't speak for the dropout. You and the boy's lives are in his hands. If you die, it was nice knowing you, my friend." Elymas the Sorcerer said.

      Abdul walked up with the syringe.

      "I'm ready. Once he enters his mouth, I will inject him. Then we have to sit back and wait." Abdul told Elymas the Sorcerer.

      Elymas the Sorcerer looked at Colin. He checked under his neck.

      "He's dying. He won't have any strength to fight the serpent or the Nephilim. We have to do it now." Elymas the Sorcerer said.

      Elymas the Sorcerer stood on the newly built platform. He read from the book of demonic souls—spells of the undertaking.

      Elymas the Sorcerer spoke in a demonic voice. His eyes rotated in his skull as he recited the rituals. He lifted his arms towards the sky.

      Clouds formed and thundered shook the grounds. Elymas the Sorcerer's powerful witchcraft created artificial precipitation with lightning that illuminated the sky for miles—striking the unseen mountains, bringing the illusion of fire falling from the sky—deceiving the spectators that paid to watch. The blood moon bled and turned the sky into a bloody spectacle, seen worldwide and recorded by millions. Elymas the Sorcerer continued to amaze the onlookers as he spoke an unknown conversation to the dead that owned the sold souls. Lightning flashed through the bloody sky, followed by thunder six times. The last thud of lightning and thunder revealed a dragon indented in the moon, slightly faded against the bloody sky.

      "NOW!" Elymas the Sorcerer instructed the ceremonial participants.

      Moloch tightened his tail around Colin's neck. He squeezed it as hard as he could. Colin's eyes bulge from his sockets, simultaneously stopping his heart and opening his dead mouth. When he saw Colin's uvula, he drove down his esophagus—slowly expanding his anatomy as he went down.

      Abdul jammed the syringe into Colin's body and flushed his veins with his modified Nephilim genetic code. Colin's veins slowly expanded as the new blood replaced his old blood. Moloch digested in Colin, and his toxicity mixed with the new blood. Colin's heart rapidly increased, causing Colin to have a compulsive seizure. His veins continued to expand as his body adjusted to the new system. The poison was slowly making his body bulkier.

      The artificial storm cleared, and the sky returned to normal. Elymas the Sorcerer finished the spell and completed the transfer of souls. He stepped off the platform and checked Colin's pulse. Elymas the Sorcerer placed his head on Colin's chest to hear a beat.

      It was beating, but his chest was also slowly growing. Elymas the Sorcerer stepped back when it became more prominent.

      "What's going on?" Elymas the Sorcerer asked Abdul.

      "I don't know. It's the same that happened to the serpent until his heart exploded. I mean, like a bomb exploded." Abdul said as Colin's heart and body were enlarging.

      "I knew you would mess this up. You stupid dropout." Baal said.

      "If he's going to blow. Should we run?" Elymas the Sorcerer asked.

      Colin had another compulsive seizure and captured their attention. Green blood came out of his ears and eyes. He foamed at the mouth. The paid spectators walked out. Assuming the show was over, and Colin died. Colin's body continued to morph and expand, ripping his pants as his body grew into a massive muscular statue, Breaking all the straps.

      "That's one way to do it," Jason said as he saw Colin’s colossal formation.

      Colin's eyes opened, and his pupils were green.

      Baal instructed the Zealots to help sit him up. All eyes were on Gigantor.

      Zealots helped Gigantor to his feet.

      "Moloch? Colin?" Baal confusingly asked behind Gigantor's green eyes.

      Gigantor didn't respond. He just stared out into space.

      The Gigantor played around with his newfound strength. He had the power of ten men. His arms were more prominent than The Beefs, with his newly sharped fingernail. He made an incision on his wrist. Green toxic poison drained from his veins. It turned to acid and burned the ground when it made contact.

      Gigantor looked at Baal and the false prophets and the many zealots. They were all amused and frightened by the man that suddenly grew another six feet.

      "He's like ten feet," Jason said, astonished.

      "Does this mean it worked?" Baal asked Abdul.

      "I believe so," Abdul said as he was shocked himself.

      Abdul walked up to Gigantor.

      "You did it. You recreated the Nephilim." Baal said.

      "More like Frankenstein." Jason mocked.

      "Moloch? How do you feel?" Abdul asked.

      "Not Moloch. Moloch is the curse and the poison that will never run out. But the warrior you seek. His name's Goliath." Goliath said.

      Goliath being alive meant he was in debt to Baal as promised. Jason was a packaged deal and was also under the power of Baal. He made them part of the authority and head of the Zealot terror group—an opportunity for Baal to run the operations from the shadows.

      Abdul tested Goliath's poison. The chemical compounds showed they had potent analgesic properties. Abdul reported his findings to the authority. They gave samples to a few unknowing Zealots.

      The Zealots became in a state of drunken madness. They became drunk and had Goliath's intentions. Bold with the hidden insecurities and pleasures. The Zealots had the time of their life under their favorite sinful nature.

      In six hours, the poison went out. The few Zealots came back for more. They were throwing themselves at Goliath for another taste. They have given up their freedom by selling themselves to get another taste of Goliath's drug.

      Goliath and the authority drained enough poison to inject it into the remaining twelve Nones. They removed their headsets and waited.

      Simultaneously, the twelve sons of Goliath opened their eyes, showing their green pupils.
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      The disciples showed Isaias evidence that Judas was the mole, but Isaias had to make sure before he went to Abraham.

      The Israelite defense force provided extra security around the Knesset. Protesters arrived early. The streets on both sides voiced their opinion with the political connection.

      Isaias helped the Disciples receive clearance at the Knesset. Their service under the Christ intelligence agency allowed them full access to the building, a special arrangement David couldn't believe.

      They were running out of leads to find Colin. They had a bad feeling something would happen.

      "I have a bad feeling about being here," Justin said, looking at the protestors from the window.

      "All we have to do is be vigilant. If we see something. Tell one of the officers." Nikki said.

      "Yeah, but we don't know which ones work for Judas," David said.

      "What do you suggest?" Noel asked.

      David stood next to Justin. He was looking at the protestors through the window. He surveyed many faces, looking for someone familiar.

      "I don't know. Someone out there could be a machine. We will never know. Those people may be in danger." David said.

      "We need to save the people," Noel said.

      "Yeah, but how? We have no say. We're just visitors." Nikki said.

      David saw an eagle flying above the crowd of people. Then he looked down and saw the innocent woman and children.

      David turned to Justin.

      "I need you."

      "Sure thing. What's up?" Justin asked with paranoia in his throat.

      "I know." David paused. He looked up at the eagle in the sky.

      "If you don't feel comfortable."

      Justin stopped him. He grabbed David's shoulder.

      "Man, we're family. You dodge bullets. I got you." Justin said.

      "Noel and I will look for Judas. I'm going to make sure he sees me. Then, follow him back to Colin. We will finish this. I want you and Nikki to create a way to get these people out of here." David said.

      Justin shook David's hand.

      "Be safe," Justin said.

      David and Nikki hugged each other.

      "Keep him safe," David told her.

      "I will. You keep yourself safe."

      "Trust in the Lord, right!" David said as he fists-bumped Nikki.

      "Right," Nikki replied.

      David and Noel searched the Knesset for Judas. They spotted him in a corner texting on his phone.

      "There he is," David said as he peeked around a corner.

      "So what are you going to do?" Noel asked.

      "I don't know. He's in uniform at work. He can't harm me but will be scared to death when he sees me." David said as he walked around the corner.

      David approached Judas as he had his head in his phone.

      "Excuse me, sir. Where's the restroom?" David asked.

      Judas pointed before looking at David.

      "It's…" Judas froze when he saw David standing there.

      "It's down the hall to your left," Judas said.

      "Thanks."

      "Excuse me. What did you say your name was?" Judas asked.

      "David. David Faulkner!" David said as he returned to Noel.

      "FAULKNER!" Judas said as he reached for his phone.
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      David and Noel followed Judas through a few corridors in the Knesset. Judas rushed like time sent him on fast-forward, bumping into colleagues as he pushed through the building, ignoring their well-being and keeping his attention glued to his conversation. He continued his mission with determination. After spotting the bounty, he had to get separated. Again, he becomes a traitor with no hesitation. David knew he had to get ahead of the situation. He had a hard time keeping pace without drawing suspicion.

      David saw Judas stop at a private door with badge-only access. Judas swiped his badge, pushed the door in, and descended murky stairs.

      David ran and caught the door before it closed. He listened for Judas' footsteps to disappear. Noel stuck to David's hip, following David downstairs after Judas.

      A Missing light in the dark basement obscured their view in pursuit. The old water heater cranked and hissed as they slowly walked by it. Excess water leaked from the undercarriage, leaving a fresh footprint from the last traveler.

      David stopped and raised his fist in the air quietly. He pointed out the footprint to Noel. David eyeballed the veiled tracks down the direction of an unknown fate.

      David followed the traces like a bloodhound. The heater behind them stopped. They heard their footsteps and echoes of dripping water as they approached the final part of Judas' trail. A wall met them at the end of their journey. They looked behind them, and the flickering light danced happily alone. The water heater was out of their view, but the sound remained. More steps in the darkness lead to another door connected to the end of the wall.

      The trail went cold for the disciples.

      "Where did he go?" Noel whispered.

      "I don't know, but there's a door. We should go." David said as he went for the door.

      Noel grabbed him.

      "Wait!"

      BOOM! The water heater burst back on. The disciples' hearts stopped. The vibration of the heater shook a shelf, and items fell.

      David felt a sudden thrust of forced air. His heart restarted, and his spirit moved him.

      "Look out!" David said as he pushed Noel out of the way.

      Judas rushed them with his baton. He missed Noel's head. Judas swung his baton at David, and he missed.

      "You're a dead man Faulkner!" Judas said as he did tricks with his baton. Judas swayed in a defensive stance.

      "What did they offer you to turn a blind eye to ways of the Baals of the world?" Noel asked.

      "Money, power, woman, respect. Something you will never understand when you try to be righteous." Judas mocked.

      "You want to sell your soul for greed and lust. Have an obstinate way of living. That won't bring you true happiness. That only comes for the love of God." David said.

      "Yeah, okay. Let's see your God show up for you now." Judas said as he took a swing at David with his baton. David dodged his attack. Noel went to tackle Judas, but Judas sidestepped his attempt and whacked Noel on his knees and in the back of his head as he went down. Judas struck him again and kicked his stomach before he noticed David rushing to tackle him.

      Judas did a piñata swing to David's head. David did a baseball slide under Judas' off-balanced aggression and connected a handful of power to Judas' abdomen. Judas dropped the baton and gasped for air.

      Noel kicked Judas in the back of his knees, and David delivered a knockout strike to his jaw. Judas fell next to the water heater.

      "Good job!" Noel said as he looked at David, impressed.

      David looked at his inner self, impressed.

      "Thanks. Adrenaline, I guess. Do or die. Are you all right?"

      Noel stretched a little.

      "Ribs hurt, but I'll be all right. I guess God showed up." Noel said.

      David smiled.

      "Can I ask you something?" David asked.

      "Of course," Noel said.

      "Why me? Why now? Where was God when I needed him?" David asked.

      "Consider it pure joy whenever you face trials of many kinds because you know that the testing of your faith produces perseverance," Noel said.

      David contemplated what Noel meant, but Judas regained consciousness.

      "What do we do with him?" Noel asked.

      "Check his phone. See who he's trying to meet." David said.

      "Good idea!" Noel said as he grabbed the phone.

      David grabbed the baton and pinned it to Judas' chest.

      "He's going to meet Jason in the Valley of Elah," Noel said as he gave David the phone.

      "What's in the Valley of Elah, and why are you talking to Jason?" David questioned Judas.

      "Jason is the head of the Zealots. I need to give him the all-clear sign that the Prime Minister is here." Judas said.

      "Then why leave your post? You didn't mention anything about us. All you texted was, 'that guy, that guy.' If you knew who I am. Why didn't you tell him I'm here." David asked.

      Judas was mystified.

      “I couldn’t speak your name. My mind went blank. I lost my tongue. Now I know who you are. David!" Judas said, perplexed. He gave the disciples a cluttered look.

      The disciples looked at each other.

      "Where's Colin?" David asked.

      Judas shook his head. He balled up in a ball. The disciple became puzzled as they looked at each other.

      "Colin is no more. He is something else."

      "What do you mean?" David said as he pinned Judas harder to the floor.

      "I did it. It was me. It was me. I stole The Gath for Baal, and they did some crazy witchcraft last night." Judas said.

      "The bloody sky and the thunder. That was Baal?" Noel asked.

      "All I know is they cured his disease by turning him into a giant with perfect sweet D.N.A,” Judas said as he fantasized, wanting another taste. He rubbed his serpent bite on his neck.

      "What do you mean?" David interrogated.

      "Serpent wine flows through his veins, and it tastes so sweet. Who wouldn't want to worship the beast for an unlimited supply of the good life." Judas said.

      "This guy is nuts. Like he's brainwashed by way of the Baal's." Noel said.

      "We can leave him to his detestable practices. But we can't let them harm more innocent people. You didn't get the honey you came for. We need to stop Colin, Baal, Moloch, whoever!" David expressed.

      "Moloch is no more. He is the poison. His soul lives forever in Colin and is married to one flesh. Literally." Judas said.

      "What does he mean?" David asked.

      "Ancient texts say Moloch was cursed for his detestable practices and had to roam the earth as a serpent. The Canaanites found a way around that so that Moloch could die in the body he lives in and take the soul to Hell with him." Noel said.

      "So what does that make Colin and Moloch?" David asked.

      Noel thought about David's question. Then he had a question of his own for Judas.

      "If Moloch is dead, and they cured his disease. The Gath must have produced a demonic spirit that wants to kill, steal, and destroy all of God's people. Who did this spirit say his name was?" Noel asked.

      Judas smiled evilly at both disciples. Then, he gave them a chilling hellish laugh.

      "GOLIATH!"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            104

          

        

      

    

    
      The disciples regrouped with Isaias and rushed through the back doors to the City of David. Judas, bounded by handcuffs, pointed to the terebinth tree the authority would use as a landmark. It was connected to the other end of the tunnel.

      "The other end is in the tree. It's disguised as an animal's den." Judas said as the disciples looked through binoculars down the valley.

      Removing the stone that covered the hole, Isaias checked out the ancient tunnel for stability. He shinned his flashlight down the shaft. Darkness answered him.

      "It looks sturdy. The early Israelites were master builders. I trust the foundation but not what waits for us inside. I don't know how wide, but we can go one at a time. We shouldn't have any problems getting stuck. It looks like there are fresh tracks. Hopefully, we're not too late, and some Zealots are already on their way to cause terror. But, in case we have trouble. I should go first." Isaias said as he checked his weapon. He gave Noel his extra handgun. David kept his slingshot and Judas' baton.

      Justin pulled the disciples to the side. Constantly paranoid but defensive in the heart.

      "How do we know we can trust this guy? I mean. Really. He is a guy who built a career on gambling. How do we know he's not playing us and leading us into their hands?" Justin asked the Disciples.

      David saw an eagle flying out of a tree and headed to the Valley of Elah.

      "I guess we will have to enter the cave and walk by faith," David said as he smiled at Justin.

      "Yeah, man. Have faith." Noel said as he placed a hand on Justin's shoulder.

      "You should have seen how David handled this guy," Noel said as he looked at David. He was still impressed with his combat skills.

      Justin looked at Judas and received a hard, unpleasant stare from the cold-hearted man.

      "I have a bad feeling about this guy. He killed his people for greed." Justin said.

      "I'm not the one you should be worried about. Isn't that right? Mister Faulkner. Or should I say, Mister Sleepwalker?” Judas mocked.

      David continued to look as far down the valley as he could. The chill from the wind brushed his nostrils. He smelled miles of freedom in the land, waiting for his next journey.

      "The other side of the valley is a man that stands in my way. I will not let him stand in my way." David said.

      Judas laughed at David again. He was trying to arouse anger in him. He wanted to see his accused killer instincts. The stereotype that followed him.

      "You haven't seen Goliath. He's not the same island guy. You are a toothpick next to him. I'd be scared if I were you. Don't try to be a hero. Don't die for a life you don't have. A world you don't call your own. This is not your fight." Judas told David.

      "God is always with me. Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I will fear no evil." David said.

      "Yeah, whatever. You got lucky when you got the drop on me. If your God gets you out of this alive. I'll become a believer." Judas mocked the disciples. He spat in their direction.

      David looked at the manhole that became his destiny. The eagle that caught David's eye circled the valley.

      "Justin's right. We can't trust Judas the con. A fight with Zealots in a small space may end as a death sentence." David told his disciples. He looked at Isaias.

      "Call this tunnel into your superiors. They should be pleased with sealing off another terrorist smuggling drug route. We shouldn't shed blood but save as many people as we can. Physically and spiritually. We have his phone. We can direct the game from now on. Set a trap for Goliath." David said.

      "Good idea. In the meantime. Anyone that comes out, when can grab right away." Isaias said as he called it in over his radio.

      Judas seemed disgusted by David's leadership and decision choices.

      "You are only setting yourself up for an easy funeral. No man, great or small, can stand up against the Baal and the Goliath." Judas said.

      "Do we have to bring this guy?" Justin asked.

      "Yeah. He's very annoying." Nikki replied.

      Judas had sudden jerking and twitching movements. He scratched himself wherever he could to get relief.

      "Is he all right?" Justin asked.

      David walked over to Judas.

      "What's wrong?" He asked.

      "I need my fix. If I had helped kidnap the Prime Minister. I would have been fed." Judas said as his eyes turned green and green mucus oozed from his mouth.

      "We need to get you help," David said.

      "I need a fix," Judas replied.

      "What you need is some help. You need Jesus!" Justin replied.

      "I don't need your JESUS! I don’t approve of your God!” Judas demonically answered.

      A team of soldiers came to secure the hole. Isaias instructed them on what to do.

      "The hole is taken care of. No one will come in after us." Isaias told the Disciples as he did a final safety check on his gear.

      "If we're going to meet them in the valley, we should go around and cut them off. Use the traitor as bait and bring the beast out in the open." David said as he took out his sling.

      "I need answers. Not a dead giant. Either way. Today, Goliath falls in the Valley." David said.
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      The disciples waited on a hill above the valley on the old Israelite campsite. David stalked the authority as they prepared to enter the valley from their side on Canaan, outside Hebron. They unloaded half a dozen Zealots and gathered on the edge of their hill. They were waiting for a signal from Judas.

      Goliath stood massively ahead of the zealots. He was surveying the valley. Jason stayed on his hip. He was waiting for a phone call from Judas.

      "Is that Goliath?" David asked as he laid eyes on the hideous monster.

      Judas leeched out another demonic boost of laughter as his ears leaked green fluid.

      "Disgusting!" Nikki said as Judas' condition worsened. He fell in and out of consciousness. He was mumbling and stumbling his words, leaning to the side, defying the odds of gravity, known as the Baal Fiend Lean.

      "We can't let Baal and the authority feed that garbage to the world. This ends here before it starts." David said.

      Judas stood straight up, creeping the disciples out. His green eyes rolled back.

      "It's already too late. The Nones are spreading their poison as we speak. You being here makes my poison payment bigger. I get to deliver disciples to the mouth of Goliath." Judas told the disciples. He went back to his Baal fiend lean.

      "Can we shut this guy up already? He is an insult to our uniform." Isaias said.

      "Please. You have my vote." Nikki added.

      "We need him. Or what's left of him. Somehow, I think they are aware something is wrong." David said as he ignored Jason's call on Judas' phone.

      Jason put the phone in his pocket and looked down at the valley.

      "Look, man. I can't get ahold of Judas. We don't know these people. We don't know what lies down there. We're not from here. You have the muscles now. You fixed your blood disease. Moloch got his body somehow. Let's go our own way. I certainly can't go hiking with a broken knee and all." Jason said as he paraded his crutches.

      "You are head of the Zealots. Two days ago. You were an ex-cop who became like Judas for the same reason Judas cursed his uniform. Why are you worried about getting dirty? Once we help him destroy the Israelites and get revenge on Yahweh. We will be free from our commitment to Baal. Take our money and start our own business again from the ground up." Goliath told Jason.

      "Okay, but where's Judas? Do you think he got cold feet? He's our only eyes on the inside." Jason said.

      "I don't know. That's Baal's guy. Let's wait until we hear from him or Baal. We still have a few hours until the signing of the agreement. Maybe there are a few extra security protocols that became the holdup. We have the Zealots. The authority is still in control of their government in Canaan. I'm sure they have eyes somewhere and a backup plan if this goes sideways. Let me know when he contacts you." Goliath said as he entered a tent the Zealots had built for him. Jason tried calling Judas again.

      David immediately ignored the call.

      "You don't have much time. They will figure out something's wrong when I don't respond." Judas said.

      
        
          
            
              
        "What's up, bro!"

      

      

      

      

      

      Jason texted.

      David showed the disciples the text.

      "He's right. We need to take the fight to them." Isaias said.

      "How do you suppose we do that? We are not the best starting five. This doesn't sound like a fight you come back from." Justin said.

      Noel saw a pair of bees dancing on a flower in the valley.

      “Apis laboriosa, No way.” Noel said.

      "A what?" Justin asked.

      "Apis laboriosa are the world's largest honeybees. If there are two, it must be mating season. We lucked out on the honey farm thanks to Judas, but if we can capture a pair of wild Apis laboriosa. We can produce a royal honey and a way to defeat the spread of the poison." Noel said.

      "Your original mission," Nikki said.

      Justin looked at his sister, knowing they weren't made for combat.

      "We can look for Apis…."

      "Apis laboriosa." Noel helped Justin.

      "Yeah. We'll look around and see what we'll find. You guys take down Goliath and his Nephilim or whoever they are to him." Justin said.

      David shook Justin's hand. He gave him the baton he took from Judas.

      "Keep her safe. Hang back and stay away from the Zealots." He told Justin.

      David led the disciples through the thick terrain of the valley. David saw the familiar eagle flying in front of them a mile on the prowl.

      David nudged Noel.

      "The eagle is leading us," David said.

      "Every year, thousands of eagles pass over Israel. Some reason they have been in abundance over the last three days. I have never seen such a wonderful sight in all my years." Isaias said. The eagle soared above them. Flying into a tree above Goliath's tent.

      The disciples reached the outskirts of the authority camp. Goliath came out of his tent and approached Jason. Jason reached for his phone.

      "Anything!" Goliath said.

      "I'm texting him again right now," Jason said.

      
        
          
            
              
        "Bro, what's up! Boss getting mad.”

      

      

      

      

      

      The phone buzzed in David's hand. He showed it to the disciples.

      "We need to act now. They're getting suspicions." Noel said.

      David nodded his head and agreed with Noel.

      "All right. Let's get in positions. Just like what we planned." David said.

      
        
          
            
              
        "Bird is on the runway. Security is extra tight. On my way. Send two at a time."

      

      

      

      

      

      Jason read the reply on his phone.

      "Finally. Boss. Showtime. Time to move." Jason said as he held up the phone. He showed Goliath the text.

      "You two. Go to the valley. Judas should have the extra uniforms." Goliath told the Zealots.

      The two Zealots left the ridge and headed down the ravine. They crossed into Israelite territory as they walked the rough terrain. Cautiously on guard as they stealthily infiltrated. They approached the tree used for their smuggling tunnel. The first Zealot entered the tree and was surprised by Isaias. Isaias knocked him out with a whack to the back of the Zealot's neck with the butt of his weapon. David used his slingshot and smacked the other Zealot standing outside in the temporal bone. He also went unconscious. He fell and hit his head on the tree.

      "You're all right in there?" David asked Isaias.

      Isaias popped out of the tree.

      "Never better. I see you handle yourself well with the sling." Isaias said.

      "Yeah. I had practice on the island." David said.

      "Yeah, I bet. Lucky shot. The lucky man again." Judas scolded.

      "Quick. Let's move this other one in the tunnel." Noel said as he grabbed the Zealot's upper torso. David held his feet to transport the Zealot. They placed him in the tree next to his comrade.

      At the authority camp, Jason tracked the chipped Zealots and noticed they hadn't moved from the underpass.

      "Boss. Something's wrong. The androids haven't moved from the tree." Jason said.

      Goliath looked over the edge.

      "Faulkner!" He said.

      "Seriously. Out here. Impossible. How would he know? He doesn't work for God or something." Jason scolded as he looked up at the heavens nervously.

      "Get Judas on the phone," Goliath said.

      Jason called Judas, but it went straight to voicemail. Jason looked at Goliath, puzzled and afraid of the beast's reactions.

      Goliath became frustrated.

      "If it was Israel's border patrol. They would have been all over us. He's trying to weaken us. Forget the Prime Minister and the president. They can have their embassy. Send in more androids and None. Bring Faulkner back in pieces, and if it's not Faulkner. Find out what the holdup is and fix it." Goliath said as he walked back inside his tent.

      "What about Baal?" Jason said.

      "Baal can go to hell with his father. I want Faulkner buried." Goliath said.

      Jason gathered a few more Zealots.

      "Whatever or whoever the problem is. It doesn't leave the valley. Including Mister Faulkner." Jason instructed the zealots. He sent them into the valley.

      They rushed towards the aid of their fellow Zealots, quickly arriving at the terebinth tree. They did a canvass of their immediate surroundings. They were finding no trace of their comrades. One Zealot entered the hollow opening in the tree. He saw his fellow Zealots prompt against the wall in the small man-made tunnel. He cautiously approached their bodies. Flabbergasted. He turned to report outside.

      Isaias dashed to tackle him, but the Zealot saw the movement of his body from the corner of his eye. The Zealot dodged Isaias's attack and pulled a dagger from his cloak. He rushed towards Isaias and thrust the blade toward his torso. Isaias' momentum kept him from reacting fast enough to dodge the entire edge. He was sliced on his arm. The scuffle was heard outside. The other two Zealots responded to the commotion and sprinted for the tree.

      The disciples cut off their path. They attacked both in the head with branches they found on their trail.

      A gunshot went off inside the tree. It echoed towards the authority campsite. Goliath came out of his tent and scolded Jason.

      Judas ran off into the bushes. He headed towards the authority.

      "I knew I should have shot him when I had the chance," Isaias said when he came out of the tree with his arm sliced open.

      "Glad you're the one still standing. He got you good." David said.

      The Zealots returned fire in their direction, striking the tree and sending the disciples to retreat, scattering as they fled. One bullet hit Isaias in the shoulder, sending him tumbling down an embankment.
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      The Zealots gave chase after the disciples. Goliath captured the injured Isaias and taunted David to show himself as he took cover. The Zealots continued to give pursuit.

      Goliath grabbed Isaias by the throat and choked him. Isaias turned blue as Goliath took pleasure in torturing him. Goliath raised Isaias above his shoulders and mocked his weakness.

      Goliath offered Isaias a fix to his pain with his poison.

      "I will never sell myself to you and your poison," Isaias muttered. Goliath choked and slammed him to the ground. Isaias screamed a painful cry as his back broke, bouncing off the ground.

      Goliath closed his massive fist and plundered Isaias' ribs several times. He was breaking his ribs and piercing his lung.

      "All right! All right. I'll come out." David said.

      "David, no. He'll kill you." Isaias said.

      Goliath looked at Isaias.

      "David?" He questioned Isaias.

      Goliath got up and went to the open field. His Zealots surrounded him.

      "Come on, David. I'm waiting." Goliath said.

      A poised Jason and a replenished Judas. Took the side of Goliath with Nephilim features. The squad of Zealots were ready to kill on site behind them. They were waiting for their command and target.

      David saw that the odds were against him: three giants and six armed zealots. David was hiding by a stream of water. He saw five glowing stones arranged in a circular formation. He grabbed them and put them in his shepherd's bag.

      Movement in the bushes startled him, and he grabbed his sling and pulled back the rubber band. His sights were set on the mysterious bush, focused on the ready for the first person who wanted to be unlucky.

      Noel raised from the shadowy thickets with his hand up.

      "Don't shoot! Don't shoot!” Noel said.

      David placed his sling down.

      "Thank God! You were close to a rock bottom." David said.

      "I'm glad you are better than expected with that, but I don't think that will work against what's out there. You are walking into a death wish." Noel said.

      "I can't just let Isaias take a beating out there when it's me he wants. It's personal between us. So, he's not going to shoot me. The Lord, who delivered me from the paw of the lion and the paw of the bear, will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine. I'm not scared. If I die here. I'm with Olivia. I'm already living by faith. It brought me here." David said.

      "Go, and the Lord be with you! But I'll be a fool if I let you die alone. Let's do this." Noel said as he extended his hand.

      David put Noel's hand down.

      "I can't let you go out and be a target. I'll create a distraction, and you get help so we can get Isaias out of here." David said.

      Noel knew he wouldn't see David again. He had a desolate look.

      "What about Nikki and the Kid?" Noel asked.

      "Make sure they get back home to Lauren. They need each other." David said.

      "You have my word," Noel said.

      David extended his hand.

      "Thank you. My friend. Say bye to Winter for me." David said.

      The disciples shook hands and left as planned.
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      David heard the taunting of Goliath as he pulled back the rubber bank on his sling. He fired from the thickets, striking a Zealot behind Jason. It knocked him out.

      The remaining Zealots opened fire, and David took cover in the dirt as bullets flew above him.

      "Hold your fire!" Goliath said. He looked at one of the Zealots. He motioned with his head for him to check it out.

      The Zealot ran with his weapon out towards the battered woods. Entering the thickets, he slowly walked down the embankment. The Zealot saw the bullet fragments and David's footsteps that vanished. He turned around to report his findings. The Zealot walked back up the embankment. He heard wrestling above his head.

      David launched himself from a tree branch, crushing the Zealot as he landed awkwardly on the coral reef.

      Goliath and his Zealots heard the splash. Goliath's frustration with David continued. He motioned for the rest of the zealots to search for David.

      "Bring him!" Goliath told them as he stood between his Nephilim brothers.

      The ground beneath the Valley of Elah slowly vibrated. David was still in the water as he saw the water ripple to the reaction. David crawled up the embankment. He thought one giant was running after him.

      The tremor became more ominous. Rocks fell all over the valley, and the trees shook. The tremble stopped the Zealots. They looked around with the Nephilim and saw dust rising from the ground in the distance.

      David also noticed the changes in the surface of the ground. The earth quaked harder and louder as the dust came close. David rushed up a tree.

      The Zealots froze as the stampede of antelopes ran through the valley, crushing the remaining Zealots in their path. The Nephilim punched their way through the herd of antelope. Some bounced off their torso and fell backward.

      David watched the stampede of the Zealots from the tree. He saw Isaias clingy to his wounds away from the herd, stomping the bowels out of the wicked Zealots.

      The herd passed, and only the three Nephilim remained in the valley. The Nephilim were stunned by the events that occurred. The only remains of the Zealots were their clothes.

      David jumped down from the tree.

      "Come on, David. Quit your hiding. Be a man." Goliath laughed with his Nephilim brothers.

      Goliath stood there with his Nephilim brothers and with the powers from The Gath. He was the largest of the three, with his height being six cubits and a span. When he put the bronze Gath on his head. Goliath was armed with a coat of bronze-scaled armor, and the coat weighed five thousand shekels of bronze. He was coated with bronze armor on his legs and a javelin of bronze slung between his shoulders. The shaft of his spear was like a weaver's rod.

      David walked out from the embankment, armed with his slingshot and five stones. A line of green Zealot blood separated the man of God and the false prophets of Baal.

      When the Nephilim saw the unmatched David, they smiled at each other.

      "What do you think a lightweight can do against a heavyweight?" Jason asked David.

      "I told you. You won't get lucky again. Give it up. Where's your God now?" Judas mocked.

      The Nephilim joined in on Judas' mockery. David took a few steps toward the Nephilim, stepping on Zealot clothing. The Nephilim stopped laughing. They slithered their serpent tongue. Goliath saw the slingshot David had in his hands. He elbowed Jason and pointed with a smile.

      "Am I a dog that you come at me with sticks?" Goliath said as he continued to curse God and David. It amused his Nephilim brothers.

      David took a few more steps and stopped on the Zealot's blood. He was frustrated that Goliath cursed the God that saved him. He pointed at Goliath with his slingshot.

      "Come here, and I'll give your flesh to the birds and the wild animals," David said.

      The wind blew rapidly. The trees danced violently. Twitter from the birds exploded as one thousand eagles ascended from the valley. The eagles gathered above the clear sky of Israel and made a miraculous formation for all to see. The eagles bounded together and formed the word,

      'DISCIPLE'

      The eagles swarmed down on the Nephilim brothers, and they frantically ran all over the valley, looking for cover. They were spilling their serpent blood, intriguing the nostrils of serpent predators.

      As the eagles devoured their serpent, Nephilim D.N.A. Goliath killed a few eagles with his Javelin, catching a few by hand and snapping their necks.

      David ran over to Isaias. He was under a tree and had shallow breathing.

      "Hey, man. How are you holding up?" David asked as he comforted Isaias.

      Isaias moaned as he held his ribs.

      "Broken but not out yet. Honey." Isaias said as he pointed up the terebinth tree.

      David looked high up and saw a massive beehive. He looked at Isaias and smiled.

      "The Lord works in mysterious ways." David thought to himself.

      "Hang in there. Noel went to get you some help. We will get you out of here." David told Isaias as they shook hands.

      "Watch out!" Isaias said as Goliath grabbed David from behind.

      Goliath threw David ten yards away with his power. David landed on his back and tumbled a few times. Losing his slingshot as he bounced off the ground. He became dizzy on the final impact.

      Goliath took his spear and pierced it through Isaias' heart. The spear came out of his back and got stuck in the tree's bark. Goliath tried to yank it out, but the tree shook, and the bees surrounded him. They were blinding him and stinging him.

      The distraction gave David time to get back to his feet. He found his slingshot and saw Isaias dead from the Javelin.

      The sky had cleared, and the winds calmed to nothing. The eagles have faded, and the birds and wild animals devoured the Nephilim brothers.

      David and Goliath came face to face for combat. David was armed with a slingshot. Goliath was armed with pure muscle.

      They danced around Zealot and Nephilim blood as they sized each other up.

      Goliath hissed, stalked, and threatened David. Nothing Goliath did in his trickery intimidated David. It angered Goliath more. The Israelite defense force and Noel were following the eagles they saw.

      Goliath's frustration grew stronger when the defense force closed in on the valley. The serpent in him knew his time was short. He charged at David.

      "You come against me with sword, spear, and Javelin. I come against you in the name of the Lord Almighty, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you and Baal have cursed and defied. This day, the Lord will deliver you into my hands, and I'll strike you down and cut off your head." David proclaimed confidently.

      David took one of the stones from the creek and placed it in the broadest part of the sling.

      "The Lord is my shepherd. I will fear no evil." David said.

      The Israelite defense force arrived behind David as he shot his stone.

      Goliath continued his aggression. His footwork stumbled on one of his brother's limbs.

      The stone hit Goliath in the forehead while he was caught off-balance. The impact stunned him, and he became dazed.

      Goliath fell to his knees, and the Israelite defense force unloaded one thousand bullets in his chest.

      Goliath fell to his face and died before the bullets touched him.

      The Israelite defense force surrounded the corpse of Goliath. Their medics attended to Isaias, and the Javelin was miraculously released from the tree.

      David grabbed the Javelin and walked over to Goliath's head. He slammed the blade into the back of Goliath's vertebrae and cracked his head off his spinal cord.
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      Harrison was released from the hospital. He took an elevator a few floors to the intensive care unit. He sat at Derrick's bedside with his family and Sharon as Derrick remained in a coma from the accident.

      Nioh knocked on the door of the intensive care unit.

      "Agent Keen," Harrison said as he wobbled to his feet. Sharon helped him a little.

      "Thank you." He told Sharon.

      Harrison stood up and greeted Nioh. His eyes were a little watery.

      "I didn't expect to see you," Harrison said.

      "Hi, I'm Nioh. I'm sorry we must meet this way. I hope he pulls through." Nioh told the Washington's.

      "Thank you." Mrs. Washington humbling spoke behind tears. Her husband comforted her as she turned to look at the monitors attached to Derrick.

      "Can I talk to you?" Nioh asked Harrison as he walked outside.

      Harrison followed Nioh outside.

      "What's up, man?" Harrison said as he closed the door.

      Nioh walked Harrison to a secluded part of the ICU.

      "We both got jumped. You all right." Nioh asked him.

      "I'm good. It raised my blood pressure and sent me into a panic attack. We were in a prison. The FBI didn't secure the scene all the way. Put our lives in danger. Someone could have killed us. I'm making a claim. I'm suing somebody." Harrison said.

      "I was told one grave was dug up, and something was removed. We must have spooked whoever was removing the evidence of something. We got lucky if you ask me, but it got me curious. What did we stumble on?" Nioh asked.

      Faith walked out of the elevator and interrupted their conversation.

      "Harrison. Agent Keen. I didn't expect to see you two here. How are you guys feeling?" She asked.

      "A little sore but in need of a vacation after this Island drama," Harrison said.

      "How are you, Agent Keen?" Faith asked.

      "I'm good. I came to say my appreciation to Harrison. I wouldn't have traveled well around the island without him." Nioh said.

      "I came to show my respect to Derrick and his family while they're in town. You need to get some rest, Mister Gates." Faith said.

      "I can't. I promised I’d work until Mister Faulkner was behind bars. All of this derives from him." Harrison said as he pointed to Derrick's room.

      "Let us do our job. Nioh has a possible location, but it’s a long shot. We are looking into all possibilities because we also have questions for Mister Faulkner." Faith said.

      Harrison looked at Nioh.

      "If you know where he is, let me know. I can make good on my promise to my sister and collect the reward. I can help pay for Derrick's medical bills." Harrison said.

      Faith and Nioh looked at each other. She gave him a head nod of assurance.

      "After you went to the hospital. I was wondering where Winter could be. I realize that a dog on a prison farm must get lost a lot. I went back to the office and got the medical records for Winter. I traced her records to the veterinarian who handles her care. I called the office, and they said she had a GPS chip. It was registered to Thomas, and now he's dead." Nioh said as he showed Harrison the location of Winter.

      "You think Faulkner took the dog? Where's the dog?" Harrison said.

      "Israel,” Faith said.

      "How did the dog get to Israel? No way Faulkner caught a flight anywhere." Harrison said.

      "How did the dog get there?" Nioh asked.

      "Your guess is as good as mine," Harrison said.

      "I can't go to Israel looking for a man, but I can take a vacation to look for a dog," Nioh said.

      "You will lose your job chasing the wind. I can't let you put your job in jeopardy." Faith told Nioh.

      "Give me the coordinates. I'll go." Harrison said eagerly.

      Nioh looked at Faith. Faith looked at Harrison. Faith agreed. She turned to Nioh.

      "I'm going to pay my respect to the family. Harrison is right. Since we can't collect the reward, maybe Harrison can help one of our own." Faith said as she entered Derrick's room.

      "I guess you caught her on her good side. I need to head to the vet's office with the warrant to sign the release for the GPS software. Where would you like to meet up?" Nioh asked Harrison.

      “The ambulance brought me here. Mind if I catch a ride with you?" Harrison asked.

      "Sure thing," Nioh replied as they entered the elevator.

      Nioh pressed the location he needed for his vehicle.

      "I appreciate you helping me out on this. You don't suppose the agency could front the trip. I could get there quicker if it were direct. Plus, it’s easier on the pockets on such short notice." Harrison said.

      "I'll doubt since you're not part of the agency but between us. The bureau has decided not to chase Faulkner due to political foreign policy with our two governments. Plus the sloppy prison scandal." Nioh said.

      "How can I collect money from a man in Israel with no help," Harrison said as the elevator stopped, and he followed Nioh to his car.

      "If I were you. I would hire a few local guys and do it the old-fashioned way. But, better go before Hog the bounty hunter gets a bright idea." Nioh said.

      They arrived at Nioh's car and drove to the veterinarian's office.
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      Nioh and Harrison waited for the office manager in her office. The entire map of Jekyll Island hung on one corner of the wall. A historical photo of James Oglethorpe State Prison draped another one. A picture of Detective Wise hung underneath it.

      "Did you hear he died this morning?" Nioh said as he pointed at Detective Wise.

      "Really! No. I didn't. That stroke got the best of him." Harrison said.

      "Might have been better than facing the number of charges he was facing," Nioh said as he looked at Harrison. They made eye contact.

      "The charges on this Rico case will be huge when they announce it at tonight's press conference. I can't believe the prison system failed these men. The living conditions those men were in were horrible. I see why they call it Hell's Island. It's a good thing we get to shut it down. It's good you were out of town and not wrapped up in this mess." Nioh said as they waited.

      "Some people like Faulkner need to be locked up," Harrison said as he squeezed his hands nervously.

      The office manager came in with the forms.

      "Sorry to keep you guys waiting." She said as she took a seat.

      "I was informed this morning that our system was attacked last night. We lost a lot of files due to our system crash. We don't have anything here. Sorry. The original owner of Winter should have the app with the login information on their phone or electronic device." The manager said.

      "Who is the original owner?" Nioh asked.

      "That is something I couldn't tell you without the files from the system. Sorry." The manager said.

      "It's all right. You last saw the dog in Israel. It must be a dead end now. Thank you for your time." Nioh told the manager as they left her office.

      "Looks like another dead end. I have a flight back to Washington in a few hours. I'll take you home." Nioh told Harrison.

      Nioh started the drive to Harrison's home.

      "I don't understand how one man brought all this attention to the island," Nioh said.

      Harrison didn't say a word. They drove silently for the remainder of the drive to Harrison's home.
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      The men arrived at Harrison's home. Obvious signs of a break-in were seen by the door being wide open.

      "You didn't mean to do that?" Nioh questioned.

      "No. I didn't." Harrison said, shocked to see his door open. His heart sank at being the victim of the law.

      Nioh pulled out his gun when he saw the damage to Harrison's home.

      "Stay here. We don't know if they're still inside." Nioh said as he approached Harrison's property.

      "Forget that. It's my house. I'm coming with you. They will not scare me out of my house." Harrison said as he took a position behind Nioh and his gun.

      "All right. Stay behind me." Nioh said as he led Harrison to the front door of his home.

      A large foreclosure sign was on the ground between the cracked door. Past-due notices from the last three days lay scattered along the floor.

      They entered Harrison's ransacked living room. Nioh tried to turn on the lights, but they didn't come on.

      He turned and looked at Harrison.

      "I may have missed a few payments," Harrison said.

      They checked downstairs, and each room duplicated the last ransacked room. Broken furniture and electronics were scattered throughout the home as they checked the house together.

      "Any idea who may do this? It looks like they were looking for something." Nioh said.

      "Crime went up on the Island when Mister Faulkner killed Susan. Everyone loved Susan." Harrison said.

      "Must be hard for you and the community to know he is still out there," Nioh said.

      "We will catch him and put him in a prison no man can escape. Let me check upstairs and see if I'm missing my gun. I must report it right away. You know protocols about having a personal firearm." Harrison said.

      "Yeah, go. I understand. I'll wait right here." Nioh said.

      Harrison went upstairs and opened the door to one room.

      Nioh went to the front door and inspected it. He noticed it wasn't kicked open. He picked up the foreclosure notice and the past-due bills. Nioh closed the door and took the mail to Harrison's living room. He threw it on a coffee table and walked away. He noticed a few documents with scores and bets. A negative seven thousand dollar bank statement was laid on the table. Nioh put the paperwork down, feeling guilty that Harrison's bad gambling debt took a heavy toll on him. Before he walked out, he saw a calendar that marked his cruise date at the time of the trial of Mister Faulkner. It was crossed out. An outstanding balance of an itinerary and credit card declined pinned underneath it.

      Nioh returned to Harrison's living room but took the wrong turn in the corridor. He walked into a study room with a few boxes on a desk. A picture of Detective Wise caught his attention. Nioh walked over out of curiosity. It was on top of a case file of Damon David Faulkner.

      Nioh opened the file and saw the camera evidence of Mister Faulkner at Susan's residence. He also had footage of him leaving the home without the knowledge of the FBI.

      "I thought you were at the docks?" Nioh said.

      A sudden impact struck his back. He fell over the desk. He jumped up, and Harrison shot him in the shoulder. Nioh fell against the wall.

      "Found my gun," Harrison said.

      Nioh stared at Harrison, confused.

      "You were at the house that day. You deleted your photos and only supplied Detective Wise with Mister Faulkner's photos, knowing the idiot detective would eat the breadcrumbs up." Nioh said.

      "Dang, man. I was starting to like you, brother."

      "I'm not your brother!" Nioh said as he interrupted Harrison.

      Harrison pointed the gun at Nioh's head.

      "You are a good kid. Too smart for your own good. I wish you didn't have to take this case." Harrison said.

      "Look, man, if this is about your gambling issue. We can help you, but killing a federal agent will get you at least twenty-five years. My car has GPS. They will know I was here. Faith knows I was with you. If I don't come back. They will come to talk to you first. Faith is smarter than me. She will figure it out." Nioh said.

      Harrison knew Nioh had a point. He put the gun down.

      "Damn Faulkner. He was at the wrong place at the wrong time. Susan hooked up with her divorce lawyer, and he told me she would expose the operation and mess up my financial stability." Harrison said.

      "What was she going to expose that would make you go through all this and frame, Mister Faulkner," Nioh asked.

      Harrison didn't see a way out after shooting Nioh. He knew he was running out of options, and talking wasn't one of them.

      "Get up." Harrison threatened. Harrison patted Nioh down and took his gun, keys, and phone.

      "Let's go to the car. The thing about home-field advantage. I know where the hungriest gators are." Harrison said as he pointed the gun at Nioh.

      "What's your play here? Kill me and still get rich by collecting Mister Faulkner's award. That would be a long stretch. You're supposed to be one of the good guys. How did you end up falling like everyone else on this Island?" Nioh asked as he reached the door of the study room. They entered the hallway that led them to the corridors.

      "Thomas recruited me to help create legal slavery through the prison system and charge taxpayers for the service. We made it profitable and kept us all employed by having a facility for free labor. I don't have a job if there is no crime. Then we make them work. They pay them nothing, and the authority gets a high return from the retailers. The inmates were making furniture for the department stores that overcharged the consumer after placing their brand name tags on it. A profitable business for the authority." Harrison said as they reached the living room.

      "So, you guys were sending potentially innocent people to jail just for a kickback and used Detective Wise's naive mind in the process," Nioh said as they reached the door.

      Harrison turned Nioh around as he nursed his wounded shoulder. He grabbed it and winced. Then, Harrison pointed the gun at Nioh's forehead.

      Nioh noticed how much taller Harrison was by the level of the gun that Harrison nervously pointed at him.

      "It was you. You killed Susan?" Nioh said.

      Harrison took the pistol and smashed it across the face of Nioh.

      Harrison dragged Nioh's body into his kitchen. He pulled out a chair.

      "Sit down," Harrison instructed as Nioh regained consciousness.

      Nioh took a seat. Harrison paced around the kitchen frantically, cursing his current situation.

      "You didn't anticipate someone discovering your secret. You don't want to have two bodies on your hands." Nioh said.

      "Shut up! Let me think." Harrison said as he paced back and forth in his kitchen.

      "Mister Faulkner messed up the whole plan when he rang that doorbell. All I wanted to do was talk to Susan and convince her to divorce Thomas but join the money train. We were high school friends on this small Island. She wanted me to walk away, but I couldn't just not pay the guys I owed. We were arguing when Faulkner rang the bell. She walked away, and I grabbed the book…." Harrison paused when the sound of a car pulled up on his driveway.

      The mobsters Harrison owed money to arrived for another pass-through—stopping when they saw Nioh's car outside.

      "Looks like we have company. How much do you owe these guys? Nioh said.

      "One hundred grand," Harrison said, worried as the mobsters checked the inside of Nioh's car.

      "No wonder they want to talk to you," Nioh said.

      Harrison pointed his gun at Nioh.

      "One problem at a time," Harrison said.

      Nioh kicked Harrison in the kneecap. The gun went off as it dropped and hit a cabinet. The mobsters thought it was a threat and sent multiple rounds inside the house.

      Nioh and Harrison took cover. They looked at each other and the gun that lay between them. Gunfire was still flying over their heads rapidly.

      "You can pick up the gun. We're both dead if they get in this house." Nioh said as the gunfire outside deceased.

      Harrison picked up the gun. He pulled out the gun he took from Nioh and handed it to him. The two mobsters entered the home and slowly walked through the living they had recently ransacked.

      Harrison and Nioh looked at each other as they heard the mobster's footsteps gaining closer. Finally, they stopped in the living room.

      Nioh gave Harrison the command to shoot on three. Harrison nodded that he understood. Nioh counted to one, and Harrison stood up and fired at the shooters. He hit one and killed him. The other gunmen shot Harrison in the abdomen.

      Nioh raised and caught the other gunmen off guard. Nioh shot him multiple times in the heart. He attended to Harrison as he bled from the mouth.

      "Hold on, man. I'll call for help." Nioh said as he went for a phone that one of the mobsters had. He called for emergency services and assistance from his leadership at the bureau.
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      Emergency services rushed Harrison to the nearest hospital on the Island. They were placing him under arrest for murder and adding his name to their growing list of suspects.

      The Federal Bureau of Investigations added the current crime scene to their latest investigation into the Jekyll Island Authority, Racketeer Influenced, and Corruption case, based on Nioh's testimony. In addition, they added Susan's murder as part of the charges against the J.I.A. members.

      A search warrant into Harrison's home would conclude the final revelation of the original killer of Susan Bigley. A motive to take out the mole before her story would have been the destruction of the would-be Jekyll Island Authority. The time frame put David and Harrison at the house simultaneously, crossing paths and missing each other by the sound of the doorbell.

      The mind-blowing evidence would be announced at the planned evening national press conference.

      The F.B.I. would credit the escape of a high-profile inmate, Faulkner, and the reward as a red flag. They planned to announce the findings after all their suspects had been apprehended.

      The F.B.I. executed warrants and sent agents to the homes of Judge Juliet Kirkland for knowing some criminals could have been innocent and turning a blind eye to crucial evidence. She was bamboozled and recruited by being Thomas's affair and the reason for his divorce. Judge Kirkland didn't see that Thomas used her the whole time to gain his political investment and scheme in the prison business.

      Warden Gilles was arrested for taking bribes and running James Oglethorpe State Prison as a concentration camp for the rich. He was turning the place into the name the inmates gave it as Hell's Island. Most of the investigation also relied on his testimony and taking a deal. He excluded Harrison's involvement. He kept his mouth shut on the ones alive and those that weren't a threat. The warden kept certain secrets for his grave.

      The F.B.I. shook down the police department and arrested the list of crooked sheriffs who planted evidence and took payoffs. Those included were Lead Deputy Jensen Stone and Officer Lea Hanks. They stood lined up with a half dozen other officers that came part of the investigation in the authority.

      Doctor Emmerson Hartman had a warrant for his arrest for falsifying D.N.A. results for some cases and lying on the stand for many others to help the authority with their prison agenda.

      The justice system on the Island was taken away from the private sector and placed in the hands of the local government.

      Evening fell on the Island, and everyone involved in the Jekyll Island Authority Scandal was arrested and was headed to a federal prison. The Federal Bureau of Investigation considered the case closed and was ready for primetime.
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      Faith stood at the podium outside of James Oglethorpe State Prison—an evidence board behind her with the key players of what they uncovered in the three days.

      "The bureau learned of a civil dispute and a high amount of an award being offered for someone that escaped the prison we are currently at. During our investigation, we found the current inmates living conditions were horrible, and many other prisoners were also missing. Their whereabouts are unknown, but we can assure you there is no danger to the public." Faith said.

      "How can there be no danger with a bunch of Ex-cons on the loose." A reporter interrupted.

      "We believe they were missing because they were sold as labor or died in the living conditions they were forced to endure. The conclusion to how we know will remain classified." Faith told the reporter.

      Faith held up a photo of Susan Bigley.

      "Susan Bigley knew these men were being mistreated, and she wanted to come clean. She feared her husband, so she told her lawyer, and her lawyer betrayed her by telling Harrison Gates.” Faith said as she held up a photo of Harrison.

      "Harrison Gates had a gambling problem and benefited from the extra income of turning a blind eye and helping the Jekyll Island Authority prison agenda. He angrily killed Susan Bigley, fearing she would expose the whole operation. His greed overcame him, and he took that opportunity to ruin this man's life." Faith said as she held up David's photo.

      "This is Damon David Faulkner. He was a delivery man before he stumbled upon Harrison killing Susan. We now know based on the evidence found in Harrison's home. We can confidently say that Damon David Faulkner is an innocent man who did not kill Susan Bigley.” Faith said as the crowd of reporters reacted in astonishment.

      

  




'Breaking news: Sleep Walking Killer, Damon David Falkner Innocent.'

      Was the banner that flashed under the television.

      "David Faulkner is released from all charges relating to the killing of Susan Bigley. Harrison Gates survived surgery and will make a full recovery. However, he will be charged with Susan Bigley's murder and all the charges we intended to charge the now-deceased Thomas Bigley. Harrison set his cousin Derrick Washington up to prosecute a man he knew was innocent while he led the detectives with all the evidence pointing to Mister Faulkner. Harrison knowingly fed Mr. Washington a lie to keep his hands clean and be far away from the case by saying he was going on a cruise he had never attended. He instead worked the case from the shadows to make sure Mister Faulkner went to jail for the crime he committed." Faith said as she placed the photo down.

      "Are you certain you have the right guy this time?" A reporter asked.

      "Harrison confessed to one of our agents before they took bullets in another chaotic scene at another location. Since Mister Gates is a suspect and, he survived. We have agents on the way to see if he wants to make a statement tonight or lawyer up. We will inform the public once he becomes alert and orientated. We believe Mister Gates participated in the nefarious activities of organized crime syndicates. In this case, it went under the Department of Georgia's radar as a cover-up for the Jekyll Island Authority." Faith said.

      "What about Mister Faulkner's family? What are they saying since he has been exonerated?" Another reporter asked.

      "Unfortunately, I'm told his wife passed while he was incarcerated, and he had no other known contacts. This breaks my heart. I vow to work this case, see what went wrong, and ensure there will never be another Damon Faulkner again. Mister Faulkner, On behalf of the United States government. I’m sorry the justice system failed you.” Faith said as she stepped down from the podium and rushed through the spectacle of reporters with tears in her eyes.
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      David learned of his exoneration before he received a special award and recognition from the Prime Minister. The disciples hugged him, and they all cried tears of joy. David went to a corner, bent on his knees, and prayed. Once again, he committed his life to the Lord. Tears of joy ran down his cheeks faster than a running faucet.

      David's heroics left everyone in awe when they saw the three giants dead, and only David remained standing. The Israelite defense force kept the giants a secret so they could examine the corpse and find their cure. They only mentioned the attack of the Zealots.

      The disciples became Israel's heroes, receiving awards and praises for stopping a Baal terror attack. They were recognized and received honorary citizenship of Israel.

      Their photo at the press conference, shaking hands with the Prime Minister, became the news story over the embassy moving to Jerusalem.

      Isaias' body was turned over to his wife, and he was given a medal of honor and received a photo plague in the Knesset. Business went on as usual, and the efforts of God's disciples saved the Israelites. The citizens of Israel never knew they were in danger.

      The disciples didn't stop the Nones from spreading Baal's poison. Tensions inside Israel and the Middle East became increasingly violent due to the spread of poisonous extremists from the effect of Baal's serpent juice. To this day, it is still being spread by the Nones of the world. Baal entered the shadows to find another pawn for his wicked plans to destroy God's world. Baal was feeling the pain of defeat again by Yahweh. Baal called on his loyal servant Elymas, the sorcerer, to devise another scheme. Baal gave the orders to initialize their backup plan.

      The Disciples were treated to an honorary dinner in remembrance of Isaias. In addition, the Disciples received a complimentary parade to the airport. Courtesy of the Prime Minister and escorted by the Israelite Defense Force. They took the long route as they paraded throughout Jerusalem’s streets.

      (After the meeting, President Grump had a surprise meeting in his room sent by Elymas the Sorcerer—a humanoid.

      The humanoid seduced the president with her eyes. The president danced like a serpent. Then Elymas the Sorcerer poured Nephilim D.N.A. in President Grump's serpent wine as he became their backup plan. Sending the poison of extremism back to America. Deadlier than the original batch from Moloch.)
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      The disciple's final tour stopped at the ramp of their plane. The pilot turned on the engine when he saw the Disciples exit the cavalcade of government vehicles. Noel had several beehives concealed in dark government metal cases. He entered the plane first, carrying the hives like it was contaminated.

      David stopped at the stairs of the plane with Winter. He looked at the stars above the Israel skyline. He admired the heavens above as gratitude for the Lord embraced his heart. He caught a meter passing through the universe. It exploded into a beautiful spark of lighting. An eagle hovered above David, and he stared at it for a few seconds.

      "You're all right?" Justin asked when he caught up. David was blocking his way.

      David continued to look at the Eagle flying with the heavens. Free from captivity, a feeling David was taking in for himself.

      "Look at it. Isn't it beautiful? I don't understand what happened today, but I learned one thing again." David said.

      "What's that?" Nikki asked, standing with Justin.

      "The Lord is good, and his love endures forever. You can’t turn back time, but you can turn back to Christ.” David said as he kept his eyes above and looked for the blessed hope.

      "I should have listened to you, Olivia. I love you." He said to her.

      The disciples entered the plane, and the doors closed.

      "What's the plan now?" Justin asked Noel.

      The disciples took their seats.

      "Take these hives to Washington right away. Get a process started into making something to stop serpent juice or worse. Baal comes up with another scheme. He finds another Colin to use as a ploy. We may have slaughtered one giant and stopped one of Baal's gimmicks. But he has more schemes under his belt. Once we land, I can square you away with new identification and a ticket to anywhere. You three can start your lives over. Or." Noel said as he paused and held up the beehives.

      "You can help see this cure through at the Pentagon. Join the real fight for the Lord. Our struggle is not against flesh and blood but against the rulers, the authorities, and the powers of the dark world. We fight the Baals and his father, the Serpent King Devil. That's why we fight against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms." Noel told them as the plane took off on the runway.

      David looked out the window as the plane ascended. He saw the Eagle flying along the plane. It casually looked at him and made eye contact. The Eagle winked at him, telling him the Lord will always have his back.

      David nodded at the Eagle and saluted. The Eagle smiled and nodded back. Then the Eagle flew away, and David turned back to the cabin.

      "You had me at the Pentagon. I'm in. I meant, what is our next assignment in the C.I.A.?" Justin asked.

      "You only in so you can get inside the Pentagon.” Nikki poked at him.

      Justin turned away to hide his guilty face. David smiled at their playful banter.

      Noel smiled and looked at David and the other disciples.

      "Wherever the spirit of the Lord takes us," Noel said.

      David rubbed Winter in between her ears.

      "We still need to investigate who killed Curtis. Curtis was a man of God, and I owe him and Lauren some closure." David said as he looked at the Disciples.

      Nikki and Justin agreed and liked that idea.

      "Great. Once we turn these bees to our lab at the Pentagon, we can use our resources while there. Start by establishing a trace of Curtis' last steps before his murder. Then, we can meet up with the F.B.I. team, see their notes, and see if one of the guys in custody may have pulled the trigger. We can press them for answers. Maybe a face-to-face meeting with Harrison." Noel said.

      The disciples agreed that finding Curtis' killer was their next priority for Lauren once they got settled in Washington. The plane glided to a steady altitude, and David and the Disciples leaned back in their captain's chairs. They were falling peacefully asleep under the spirit of the Lord. David became a man after God's own heart, and God delivered David through adversity for a second chance.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sharon sat asleep by Derrick's bed while his family walked away. The alarm on the heart monitor increased rapidly as Derrick opened his eyes. He waved his arms violently. Sharon stood to her feet.

      "Baby, Baby, it's all right. I'm here; calm down. I'm here." Sharon told him. She held his arms down to calm him.

      Derrick made eye contact with Sharon. He shook his head and calmed down. Derrick reached for his breathing tube when Sharon backed away.

      "Baby, No!" She said as she tried to stop him.

      Derrick gagged and gasped for air. He dropped the tube.

      "Nurse!" Sharon screamed out towards the intensive care unit.

      Derrick grabbed Sharon.

      "I'm a believer! I'm a believer!" Derrick shouted repeatedly.

      Sharon grabbed his hands and looked at Derrick in his eyes. She saw the intensity on his face. She was worried.

      The nursing staff came in to understand the commotion. Derrick's parents walked in and saw him awake and yelling. The wires on his body fell off, disconnecting his vitals from being monitored.

      "I'm a Believer!" Derrick kept saying.

      Derrick's mother fell to his bedside, crying.

      "Baby, how do you feel?" She asked him.

      "I'm a believer!" Derrick expressed.

      "Son, what do you mean?" Derrick's father asked him.

      "Sometimes a brain injury can alter a person's rational thinking. They may not consciously be aware of their immediate surroundings. He was in a coma for a long time." A nurse tried to explain. Another nurse checked his chart and pulled out a medication.

      "Derrick, what do you believe?" Sharon asked.

      The nurse injected Derrick with something to make him relax. He laid back in his bed.

      "Derrick, can you hear me?" Sharon said as Derrick slowly faded out of consciousness.

      "I'm a believer." He said as he closed his eyes.

      "What do you believe?" Sharon asked him.

      Derrick opened his eyes and looked at Sharon.

      "The son. The son of man is on his way." Derrick said as he fell asleep, and his consciousness returned to the heavens, leaving his spectators wondering about the meaning of his cryptic message.

      The nightly news came on and proclaimed the innocence of Damon David Faulkner and announced their relative Harrison Gates as the real murder suspect of Susan Bigley. He was taking Derrick, his nephew, for a ride as the fall guy. The one that made the trial known as the infamous case of the Sleep Walking Killer. Derrick became the story he wanted as he wasted away in bed and hadn't realized he was paralyzed from the accident. A Nightmare He Won’t Escape.

      "It's getting late. I think we should go. I think Derrick will pull through and make a full recovery. He has a good woman by his side. He's going to answer a lot of questions once he wakes up again. Tell him he can call us when he's ready to talk. We have to get ourselves together after what's coming for Harrison." Derrick's mother told Sharon. She grabbed her purse, and Derrick's parents left.

      The nurses left Sharon and Derrick alone again and turned off the lights.

      Derrick mumbled in his sleep. Sharon stood up and leaned closer to hear what he was saying. Derrick opened his eyes suddenly.  Comatose with his eyes opened. Tears fell down his face as his heart stopped from an allergic reaction to the nurse's medication.
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            THANK YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I write just because,

        I love you with all my heart,

        I have so many to be thankful for,

        Father God, Where do I start?

        The Bible says Seek, and I will find you.

        I’m still running and looking,

        Just thought that I would remind you,

        Jesus Christ gives me the passion for life.

        The love of God, Gives me the passion to write.

        I pray that this message,

        I’m passing it right.

        I pray you open some eyes,

        Give them a vision for sight.

        For the love of God, I write.

        Father, I thank you,

        For creating a New me.

        All I want to do is serve you,

        And I’m hoping you Choose me.

        If no one else wants to go,

        God, please, Use me.

        I lost friends over Christ,

        You are my true friend,

        Because You Always Knew Me.

        Now, I feel beaten and destroyed,

        My body has taken its last toll.

        On the Calvary,

        I thank you for taking that last stroll.

        Father God, all I have is one more goal,

        Before I die, and you carry me away.

        Allow me to do your will,

        And help save one more soul.

        No need to battle my demons,

        When God is my blade and sword

        For All of you, who made it this far,

        Thank you, and thank The Lord.

      

        

      
        Blessings,

      

        

      
        bradleycornish@gmail.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I wrote this book to show honor and glory to God and my desire to serve and please Him. I hope this story has been an enjoyable blessing, and I pray that the message of putting God first sits in your heart.

        If you desire to hear more stories or letters to God from me. If God allows, Stay tuned...

        High Five…Your Friend and brother in Christ,

        Bradley Cornish

        

        You can’t turn back time, but you CAN turn back to Christ!

      

      

      
        
        
        Romans 10;13 NIV, For “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’’
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