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      Behind bars wasn’t where a good cop should be. But it’s where Derrick Nash found himself. It made no sense. He was completely innocent, yet there he stood in a six-by-eight cell like a common criminal. Nash played the scenario repeatedly in his head, hoping to identify what went wrong. He had nothing. Dressed in full police uniform, Nash rubbed his hands across his brush cut faded hair, then sat on the single bunk and faced the wall with his forehead in his palms. Anxiety filled his body, but he was thankful to be separated from the characters in the general holding cell. A perk of being a cop, which Nash didn’t take for granted.

      A paunchy officer sporting a full beard and a low-fade approached Nash’s cell. With his chubby, mocha-toned hand, he reached through the cell’s door and grabbed a bar.

      “Yo, Derrick,” the officer said.

      Nash’s eyebrows furrowed as he stood. “Chris?” He walked toward the cell door. “What’s going on?”

      “Someone wanna talk to you.”

      Nash winced.

      Chris leaned close to the bars. “It’s Lieutenant Barnhill,” he whispered, before pointing at the back side of his hand, which was a shade darker than Nash’s. “Like most of us, the lieutenant thinks there’s something shady about your situation.” He removed a key and inserted it into the door lock.

      “Barnhill’s here this time of night?”

      Chris nodded.

      “Good. I’ve been racking my brain trying to⁠—”

      Chris put a finger to his own mouth. “Keep it down,” he said while opening the door. “The walls may have ears.”

      Nash nodded.

      Chris led him through the cellblock to a set of double doors. The chubby officer waved a card in front of a panel near the door, then pressed numbers on the keypad next to it. A buzz flowed from the door as it clicked open. The two men entered a dark hall on their way to another door at the far end. They stepped into a corridor. Fluorescent lights hummed above as Nash took the lead and followed the corridor to an office. The office door was ajar. Nash nudged it open fully, then walked inside with Chris behind him.

      A man with a salt-and-pepper mini-afro and a goatee of the same flavor sat behind a bulky desk. Nash knew the man as Lieutenant Stan Barnhill, his commanding officer and friend. A direct and fair man, who understood politics and knew how to deal with bureaucracy—which were essential skills in their line of work. A reality Nash was quickly coming to terms with.

      “Thank you, Chris,” Barnhill said in a no-nonsense tone. “I’ll take it from here.”

      “Okay,” Chris said. “Be around if you need me.”

      Chris left the office, and as the door shut behind him, Barnhill stood from his chair.

      “Derrick. I need to know what’s going on,” he said.

      Nash shrugged his shoulders. “You probably know just as much as I do. What did Moore tell you?”

      Moore was the officer who had arrested Nash six hours earlier. Nash had received a tip from an informant right before his shift ended. But when he arrived at the address the informant gave him, Nash found a completely different situation from what he expected.

      “He said he caught you inside a vacant house with the drugs and money that went missing from evidence three days ago,” Barnhill answered.

      Nash sighed, then shook his head. “I had nothing to do with that. I was following a lead in the Jackson case.”

      “The Frank Jackson case? That’s a murder case—you’re not a detective yet—you’re still a beat cop. What are you doing working the Jackson case?”

      Nash cocked his head to the side and bounced a shoulder. He opened his mouth but couldn’t find the words.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Barnhill continued. “Moore’s working that case, but you knew that already.”

      Nash glanced at Barnhill, then at the floor. Barnhill exhaled, circled his desk, and stood next to Nash.

      “Look me in the eye,” Barnhill said.

      Nash turned to him and complied.

      “Did you take the drugs and money from evidence?”

      “I already told you, no,” Nash said.

      They continued to stare at one another. Both looked away a moment shy of it becoming too awkward.

      Barnhill nodded. “I believe you.”

      “Good, because I’m telling the truth,” Nash said.

      “I know.”

      Nash’s eyebrows furrowed. “What? How?”

      Ignoring the question, Barnhill grabbed a set of keys, cell phone, and wallet from his desk and handed them to Nash before turning for the office door. “Let’s get you home,” he said. “I’ve already handled the necessary paperwork, but the department’s gonna keep your badge and gun until we get more answers about—” Barnhill shook his head. “About this misunderstanding,” he continued. “I know you. You’re a good cop, and I’m not gonna have you sitting in a cell all night. Especially while in uniform.”

      Without question, Nash placed his items in their respective pockets. Since he had a get-out-of-jail-free card, he figured it’d be wise to take it. He followed Barnhill through the door and across a dim office floor scattered with empty desks. They reached the receptionist area where Barnhill said goodnight to a completely bald, bearded officer sitting behind a bulletproof glass partition.

      “I’m in the back,” Barnhill told Nash as the back door buzzed. Barnhill waved at the officer behind the partition as he exited. Nash glanced back at the officer and noticed the bearded man staring at him.

      “Never seen him. Is he new?” Nash asked Barnhill once they were outside.

      “Yeah. He’s only been on for two weeks, working the front and sometimes in evidence. You know the Atlanta PD has a lot of turnover, especially at this precinct.”

      Nash followed Barnhill through the parking lot under the dull glow of an overhead lamppost. Two other lampposts were staggered throughout the parking lot. The lights did a good job of illuminating one or two cars from the handful of parked vehicles, but left many areas in the shadows. The parking lot was publicly accessible but fenced in. Two open gates on the north side allowed access in and out. Further west, beyond the fence line, sat a small, vacant lot. To the east stood a fifteen-foot wall. Tall, lit buildings in the distance encompassed the station. A city seemingly at rest, but not asleep.

      When the men reached a silver pickup truck, Barnhill pointed his thumb at the passenger side. “Get in,” he told Nash.

      Nash circled the hood while Barnhill opened the driver’s side door. As Nash reached for his own door handle, a loud boom stuffed the air and rattled his upper body.

      Barnhill grunted, then palmed his side and fell sprawled across the driver’s seat and center console. Two more blasts roared, followed by a heavy thump and the back driver’s side window shattering. Nash ducked inside the truck and pulled Barnhill out through the passenger side. The lieutenant groaned as Nash laid him on the cold pavement.

      Nash felt warm liquid dripping down his hand. It was blood.

      “You’re hit,” he said while grabbing Barnhill’s hand and pressing it against the lieutenant’s wound located just below his ribcage. “Keep pressure here.”

      Nash peeked through the busted window and saw two male silhouettes emerging from the shadows near a parked SUV. The figures slowly approached the truck’s driver’s side. Another blast erupted, and a bullet crashed into the truck’s door jamb, just inches from Nash’s head.

      Nash ducked. “There’s two of ‘em,” he told Barnhill.

      “Take my gun,” Barnhill said, grunting as he reached for the firearm on his hip.

      “Hey, I’ll get it,” Nash said while unholstering Barnhill’s pistol. “Don’t move.”

      Rising to a crouch, Nash aimed the pistol through the broken window and fired three rounds. One man clutched his shoulder and knelt while his partner stooped and scurried to his aid. The glimmer from an overhead lamppost caught the man as he swooped in to help. He wore dark jeans, a dark shirt, and had a piece of material covering his lower face. The darkness made it nearly impossible to see any details beyond that.

      Nash sank back behind the car. “I think I got one.”

      When Barnhill didn’t answer, Nash looked over and saw the lieutenant huffing labored breaths. Barnhill coughed, and his lips moved. Nash arched down and turned his ear to the lieutenant.

      “Don—don’t trust anyone,” Barnhill muttered.

      Commotion flowed from the station. Nash looked through the window and saw multiple figures racing from the station’s back door. He glanced at where he last saw his attackers, but they were no longer there.

      Barnhill moaned. “Go,” he said before fainting.

      Nash checked his lieutenant’s neck and found a pulse. Peeking through the window, he saw Chris along with the reception officer and one other uniform approaching the truck. Nash stayed low, hurried outside the gate nearest to him and to a corner in the shadows. He watched as Chris circled the truck, knelt, and examined Barnhill.

      “Call dispatch!” he yelled to the other two officers. “Tell them to send a paramedic now!”

      Nash shook his head at the sight. A lump formed in his throat, and his breathing became shallow. He wanted to go back, but he knew his lieutenant told him not to trust anyone for a reason. Nash captured another glance of Barnhill lying on the pavement with Chris craned over him. Nash closed his eyes and looked away. The impulse to take one final look tempted him, but he stuffed his pistol in his front waistband and hustled toward the main street instead.
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      After a three-block hike, followed by a fourteen-minute Lift ride, then another two-block hike, Nash arrived at the front door of his townhouse. He lived in a small suburb located five minutes outside of Midtown Atlanta. The glow from his front door lamp aided him as he fished out his jangling keyring and found the door’s keyhole. Looking to his right, then left, Nash scanned the area before unlocking the door and entering.

      Once inside, he flicked on the light switch. The lamp in the corner to his right brightened the room. Nash quickly locked the door behind himself and headed straight to the bathroom sink, where he scrubbed Barnhill’s blood from his hands. He splashed water on his face, then stripped out of his uniform and wiped his body with a washcloth. Nash stared at himself in the mirror, regretting ever getting involved with the Jackson murder case. Knowing he didn’t have much time before his colleagues came knocking on his door, he stopped his pondering and went to his bedroom. After shrugging into a pair of jeans, a T-shirt, jacket, and boots, he removed his spare pistol, a Glock 17, and magazines from a lockbox under his bed. Before sliding the box back under, he placed Barnhill’s gun inside. Standing, Nash stuffed his Glock 17 into his front waistband. The spare magazines, he settled inside his pocket.

      Four knocks on the front door welcomed Nash as he stepped into his living area. His heart skipped a beat. He removed his gun and slowly approached the door. His breathing grew heavier with each step. He relaxed when he recognized the person through the door’s peephole. He unlocked the door and opened it. A fit woman standing shoulder-height to him brushed past on her way inside.

      Her natural, twisted bobbed hair bounced as she turned to Nash. “You’re not answering your mobile,” she said with a slight British accent.

      Nash poked his head outside and looked around before ducking back inside and shutting the door.

      “Yeah, I know,” he said while locking the door.

      The woman stared at Nash with her shoulders hunched and palms facing the ceiling. Her dark almond skin radiated under the corner lamp’s glow. “So, what happened?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “What do you mean? You said you were following up on something and would call me back in an hour, but never did.”

      “I was arrested.”

      “Why? What for?”

      Nash shook his head. “Not sure.”

      The woman’s eyebrows furrowed. “What?”

      “You can’t be here right now.”

      “Why not?”

      “We’ll talk about it later,” Nash said as he stepped to the door.

      “I’m not leaving until you tell me what happened.”

      Nash had only known the woman for a week, but in all of their conversations he picked up on an air of stubbornness. Knowing that about her, and the fact he didn’t have much time, Nash decided it would be best to compromise a little.

      “Okay. I’ll explain everything, but let’s go.” Nash opened the door and scanned the area before walking out.

      She followed behind him. “Where are we going?”

      Nash locked the door. “I’ll tell you on the way,” he said. “My car’s in the garage. Let’s take yours. I’ll drive.”

      “We’ll take my car, but I’m driving.”

      Nash sighed and shook his head before following the woman down the driveway and to her silver Acura TLX parked at the curb. She slid in behind the wheel, and Nash glanced the area over one last time before entering on the passenger side.

      The woman brought the engine to life. “So where to?”

      “Just outta the neighborhood,” Nash instructed. “Once we get to Monroe Road, I’ll direct.”

      She fixed on his face for a moment before dragging the car into gear and pulling off. They drove in silence for a couple of minutes before speaking.

      “So, are you going to tell me why you were arrested?” the woman asked.

      Nash stared straight ahead. “Like I said, I’m not sure.”

      “Well, what happened?”

      Nash adjusted in the chair. “I received a tip from an informant. When I arrived at the address…”

      In that moment, Nash knew what his next move was. He would pay Tony a visit. Nash had been using Tony as an informant for over a year. They met totally by coincidence. Nash was dispatched to a neighborhood in East Atlanta for a mugging. No one wanted to talk. Randomly, Nash pulled Tony out of a crowd across the street from where the mugging took place and offered him cash for information. The information led to an arrest. Nash never thought much of the snitch, but the twerp had a pulse on what was happening on the streets of Atlanta. Mainly because his family ran drugs for some low-level cartels back in the day.

      In some ways, Nash felt he had hit a gold mine with Tony. That was until the fink’s information got him set up and arrested. Nash was itching to have a word with him. But he didn’t feel it would be a good idea for his female companion to tag along. He didn’t care how headstrong she was. It could be dangerous.

      “When you arrived at the address, what?” Kristi asked.

      Nash said nothing.

      She hit the brakes, and Nash jerked forward.

      “Hey! Whatchu doing? You crazy?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “No—maybe. There’s a stop sign, so I stopped.”

      Nash looked through the windshield and saw the Acura’s headlights illuminating the red octagon.

      “You never know when a cop is around.”

      Nash contorted his lips, a gesture that suggested he wasn’t entertained by her sarcasm.

      “So?” she asked.

      Nash sighed. “There was drugs and money inside the house. The same drugs and money that went missing from the department’s evidence locker three days ago. Conveniently, there was also a police officer there to arrest me.”

      The woman dragged a twist of hair behind her ear while glancing at the floorboard.

      “You know you can be pushy,” Nash told her.

      She shrugged. “You told me to drive to Monroe Road. I was waiting for your direction.”

      “Right.”

      “Seriously.”

      “No, I mean, make a right.” Nash smiled.

      She contorted her lips this time. “The whole situation sounds very shady,” she said while making the turn. “Almost like you were set up.”

      Nash grabbed his chin.

      They drove behind a large pickup truck for a mile before hearing sirens. A minute later, red and blue lights streaked across the Acura’s hood. Nash slid down in his seat as two squad cars zoomed past in the opposite direction. The Acura continued for another mile. Every few seconds, Nash either glanced at the back window or checked his side mirror. The woman noticed. They drove for another half a mile before Nash instructed her to make a left turn.

      “This seems serious,” the woman started. “Maybe we⁠—”

      “No, no, no,” Nash interrupted. “No we. Once we get to your house, I’m gonna need to borrow a car, and you need to get outta town.”

      She hit the brakes again, but this time there was no stop sign.

      “You are crazy!” Nash said, sitting straight in his seat.

      “I’m not leaving town.”

      “It’s dangerous.”

      “You don’t think I know that? I’ve been telling you that from day one.”

      “Yeah, but this is⁠—”

      “Different? Why? Because you’re not sure if you can trust the cops now? I saw the way you ducked when those police cruisers passed.”
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