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  Department
  of Law Enforcement (FDLE). Thank you for all the hard work you do
  to
  keep our streets safe. The brave men and women of the United
  States
  Armed Forces: Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines, Coast Guard, and
  Space
  Force. Thank you for your sacrifice and for keeping America free.
  Dunkin’ Donuts, SugarDarlings, BAB’s Secret Lounge, Chick-fil-A,
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WARNING:

    
  
  

    
This
book contains violent content that may be excessively intense for
some readers and may prove especially distressing or traumatic for
some individuals. People who have encountered trauma may find
particular scenes or content triggering, resulting in anxiety,
flashbacks, or other intricate emotional responses. Additionally,
this book encompasses a range of religious ideologies, including
aspects of Christianity and atheism.
  



  

    

      
Suggested
Warnings:
    
  
  

    

May contain one or more of the following: 
  
  

    

      
Military
Violence—Afghanistan (MV-A), Disturbing Content, Sexual Violence,
Rape, Child Abuse, Mature Themes, Murder, Torture, Slavery, Drug
Use,
Alcoholism, Language, Animal Cruelty, and Mental Health
(Suicide).
    
  



  

    

      
HELP:
    
  
  

    

If you or an individual known to you is a victim of domestic
violence, assault, addiction, or mental health issues, I urge you
to
seek assistance:
  



  
	

        

  
Domestic
          Violence Hotline: 800-799-7233


        

  
	

        

  
Suicide
          Prevention Hotline: 988


        

  
	

        

  
Mental
          Health Hotline: 800-945-1355


        

  
	

        

  
PTSD
          Hotline: 866-903-3787


        

  
	

        

  
Addiction
          Hotline: 988


        

  
	

        

  
Homelessness
          Hotline: 211 (Crisis Center for Tampa Bay)








  

    

      
PLEASE
      NOTE: If you or someone you know has thoughts, fantasies, or
      dreams
      of harming others, seek help immediately. 
    
  




  

    
A
mental health professional, such as a therapist or counselor, can
help uncover the roots of your anger, develop coping skills, and
address any underlying mental health issues. You may also want to
consider joining an anger management support group to connect with
others who face similar struggles. Options include DBT groups,
Emotions Anonymous, or programs from organizations like the
National
Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI).
  




  
(https
  ://www.nami.org/support-education/support-groups/)



  

    
If
you’re in an emotional crisis or worried about potential violence,
contact a crisis hotline or the National Domestic Violence Hotline
at
1-800-799-SAFE (7233).
  




  
Online
  services like BetterHelp and Calmerry offer anger management
  therapy,
  providing flexible and often more affordable access to support.
  




  

    

      
NOTE:
    
  
  

    

A segment of this book describes aggressive and violent behavior in
a
dog. It’s important to emphasize that no breed is inherently
violent. A dog’s behavior, including aggression, is influenced by
genetics, early-life experiences, training, socialization, and its
environment. Past abuse, neglect, or poor socialization can cause
aggressive behavior in any breed. Proper training, socialization,
fulfilling a dog’s needs (such as exercise, mental stimulation, and
positive interactions), and environmental management are key to
preventing and managing aggression, regardless of breed. For more
information, please visit:
  



  

    

      
PetScreening
    
  
  

    

(www.petscreening.com)
  



  

    

(https://www.petscreening.com/blog/debunking-the-myth-of-dangerous-dog-breeds)
  



  

    
support@petscreening.com
  



  

    

      
American
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA)
    
  
  

    

(www.aspca.org)
  



  

    

(https://www.aspca.org/pet-care/dog-care/common-dog-behavior-issues/aggression)
  



  

    
American
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals
  



  

    
424
E. 92nd St
  



  

    
New
York, NY 10128-6804
  



  

    
(212)
876-7700 M-F, 9:00 A.M. to 5:00 P.M. EST
  



 








  

    
This
is a work of fiction. The names, characters, businesses, locations,
events, and incidents are either fictional or used in a fictional
context. Any similarities to real people, living or dead, or actual
events are purely coincidental. Some characters are intentionally
depicted as vile, disgusting, and repulsive to provoke strong
emotional reactions and portray evil. The writer aims to convey
evil
directly for what it is, evil, which may evoke an emotional
response
in the reader. This book is written by the author with the intent
that certain characters are hated, and they should not be idolized
or
liked. The characters’ thoughts, beliefs, and behaviors do not
reflect those of any affiliated organizations or the author.
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Eagerly
  awaiting his supervisor’s arrival, Senior Detective Gregory A.
  Smith paced back and forth in an observation room at the Tampa
  Police
  Department with concern and intrigue, his gaze fixed on a figure
  behind the two-way mirror. 





  
Beads
  of sweat glistened on his forehead as he reflected on the
  shocking
  and disturbing events he had witnessed just a few hours prior.
  Despite having more than twenty years of experience in the police
  force, nothing could have prepared him for the horrific encounter
  he’d had with the man who now sat on the other side of the
  reflective glass. 





  
Overwhelmed
  with the distressing images of the crime scene, new tears mixed
  with
  the sweat on his face, and as he observed the suspect, Detective
  Smith sought to understand his behavior and demeanor. He grappled
  with profound questions about the man’s motivations and actions.
  


  

    
Who
    is this man? What drives him to commit such acts? How can he
    maintain
    such composure after what he’s done?
  


  

  The thought of intentionally coming face-to-face with him again
  deeply unsettled Detective Smith. He anxiously contemplated
  whether
  the impending interaction would be more of an interview or an
  interrogation. 





  
Repeatedly
  checking his watch to clear his mind and release stress,
  Detective
  Smith took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and took a moment to
  gather his strength and gain mental clarity. Despite his unrest,
  he
  told himself to stay focused on the facts and gain a clear
  understanding of the events. 


  

    
Yeah.
    Oh, and let’s not lose empathy for the victims.
  


  

  One thing remained certain: the man in the other room embodied
  pure
  evil.




  
Detective
  Smith’s supervisor, Lieutenant Claudia Morales, strode into the
  observation room looking determined. Before Detective Smith could
  speak, she jumped in. “All right, Detective, I’m all ears. Tell
  me what’s so urgent that you had me come in at this ungodly hour.
  But before you begin, so that you know, I was having the best
  dream
  ever. Leonardo DiCaprio and I were sailing on a boat, drinking
  wine,
  and watching the sunset. It was fantastic—right up until the
  moment
  you called me.”



“

  
Leonardo
  DiCaprio?” Detective Smith said. “Um, I’m pretty sure the boat
  sinks in the end.”




  
Looking
  displeased, Lieutenant Morales instructed Detective Smith to
  continue. “Yeah, yeah. Go on, Detective. Why am I here?”




  
Detective
  Smith’s heart raced as he struggled to form the words, initially
  mumbling something incoherent.



“

  
Take
  a deep breath, gather your thoughts, and start over. This time,
  take
  it slow. I’m still partially asleep, you know.”



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am. See that man right there? He has no soul. He’s as sick and
  perverse as anyone you’ve ever seen or heard of. Ted Bundy? He
  was
  a Girl Scout compared to this guy. If I didn’t know any better,
  I’d
  say he was the devil himself.”



“

  
So,
  you’re saying you’ve apprehended the devil right here in good ole
  Tampa, Florida?” Lieutenant Morales quipped.



“

  
Before
  tonight, I didn’t know someone could have so much darkness inside
  them,” Detective Smith confessed with unease. 




“

  
You
  look really spooked,” Lieutenant Morales said. “Who is he? Why
  have you taken him into custody? What has he allegedly
  done?”



“

  
He
  didn’t 


  

    
allegedly
  


  

  do anything. However, his name is Fredrick Richardson. Fifty-five
  years old. He lives in a house on the outskirts of the county. I
  apprehended him after I accidentally discovered a body in the
  trunk
  of his car. A preliminary search of his residence indicates he
  could
  be responsible for the deaths of several more victims,
  potentially
  eight or nine. 





  
Surprisingly,
  he has no priors. Before tonight, this individual was unknown to
  us.
  We are lucky to have apprehended him tonight. The people of Tampa
  are
  fortunate and can sleep better knowing he’s in custody.”



“

  
Are
  you saying he is allegedly a serial killer?”



“

  
Not
  ‘allegedly.’ He 


  

    
is
  


  

  a serial killer.”



“

  
Jesus
  Christ,” Lieutenant Morales said. “That’s all we need: a serial
  killer in the city. How many victims did you say he allegedly
  killed?”



“

  
Based
  on initial reports, we can confirm at least one, but other
  evidence
  suggests it could be even more, perhaps eight or nine,” Detective
  Smith said. “And, Lieutenant, this man didn’t 


  

    
allegedly
  


  

  do anything. He did it. So, you can stop saying
  ‘allegedly.’


  

  


  
”



“

  
It’s
  disheartening to think about the victims. However, we must
  presume
  everyone is innocent until proven guilty, Detective. What do we
  have
  that says he is guilty?”



“

  
Ma’am,
  I understand your concern about the presumption of innocence, but
  the
  evidence is overwhelming in this case,” Detective Smith
  countered.
  “This man allegedly didn’t do anything; he did it. It’s
  unfortunate, but the evidence speaks for itself.”



“

  
Okay,
  Detective. What evidence might you be referring to?” Lieutenant
  Morales asked.




  
Detective
  Smith paused and took a deep breath. “Well, let’s start with the
  decapitated body in the trunk of his car. But it wasn’t just a
  body, ma’am. It was a small child.”



“

  
I’m
  sorry, did you say ‘child’? Good god. Did you say ‘decapitated’?
  What the fuck is going on here?” 





  
They
  both turned to observe the suspect.



“

  
Now
  maybe you understand why I am so uneasy about this case,”
  Detective
  Smith said, his voice cracking and tears flowing from his
  bloodshot
  eyes. “Her little head was sitting on her lap, and blood . . .
  The blood was everywhere. I can’t stop seeing it. Every time I
  close my eyes, I see her. 


  

    
Fuck!
  


  

  I even see her with my eyes open. I can’t 


  

    
not
  


  

  see her!”




  
Lieutenant
  Morales grabbed Detective Smith by the arm. “Hey, look at me.
  Look
  at me, Detective! I have the utmost confidence in you. We will
  get
  through this. Don’t let this guy get in your head. You’re too
  seasoned for this. Do your job and do it well, and justice will
  prevail.”



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am. Sorry about that. I will do my best,” Detective Smith
  affirmed.



“

  
I
  can’t believe we have a serial killer in our city,” Lieutenant
  Morales said. “I will have to call the captain so he can brief
  the
  chief.”



“

  
Ma’am,
  the suspect is no longer in the city. He’s in our interrogation
  room.”



“

  
Right.
  Did you say you made the arrest?” Lieutenant Morales
  asked.



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am. I arrested him. I was the arresting officer,” Detective
  Smith confirmed.



“

  
That’s
  right, you said you accidentally found the body in the trunk of
  his
  car. How exactly does one accidentally find a body in the trunk
  of
  someone’s car?”




  
Detective
  Smith hesitated. “Well, that’s a complicated story.”



“

  
And
  I can’t wait to hear all about it. But right now, I need to call
  the captain, and you need to go in there and talk to the suspect.
  Has
  anyone initiated dialogue with him yet?” Lieutenant Morales
  asked.



“

  
No,
  ma’am. We were waiting for you to arrive so you could see what we
  are dealing with firsthand.”



“

  
Has
  he lawyered up yet?” she asked.



“

  
No,
  he hasn’t said anything to anyone since his detainment. He sits
  there, cool, calm, and collected.”




  
Lieutenant
  Morales approached Detective Smith, maintaining direct eye
  contact.
  “Detective Smith, pay attention.” In a calm yet authoritative
  tone, she demanded, “Has Mr. Richardson been read his rights?
  Have
  we done everything up to this point by the book? We cannot afford
  any
  fuckups. The person behind that glass is extremely dangerous. We
  must
  handle this without complications or screw-ups. Do you hear me,
  Detective?”



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am. It’s been taken care of. We won’t let anything go
  awry.”




  
As
  Detective Smith walked to the door, Lieutenant Morales asked,
  “Detective Smith, where were you coming from when the accident
  occurred?”




  
Detective
  Smith provided a half-answer. “I was with Brian and Carolyn. You
  know, it was May 21st?”



“

  
Oh,
  right. How is Brian? I haven’t seen him around lately.” 




“

  
He’s
  still facing challenges and fighting his demons, but he’s making
  progress, even if he doesn’t realize he is.”



“

  
That’s
  great to hear,” Lieutenant Morales said. “Please extend my best
  wishes to him the next time you see him.” 




“

  
I
  will, ma’am, I will.”



“

  
Who’s
  going to handle the initial interrogation?”



“

  
I
  was hoping to take the first shot at him, ma’am,” Detective Smith
  said excitedly. “I’ve already faced off with this guy earlier
  tonight, and I know who he is, 


  

    
what
  


  

  he is. And I want him badly.”



“

  
That
  works for me. Take the new detective with you. It’ll be a
  valuable
  learning experience for him.”



“

  
Ma’am?”
  Detective Smith said.



“

  
I’m
  sorry. Did I say that as if it were a suggestion?”



“

  
No,
  ma’am. Wildo.”




  
Lieutenant
  Morales’s phone rang. “Ah shit, it’s the chief. Why is the
  chief calling me? Excuse me, Detective. 




“

  
Good
  morning, sir,” Lieutenant Morales said into the phone. “Yes, sir.
  I was . . . Oh shit! No, sir. I was unaware of that.
  Yes, sir. I’ll get right on it, sir. Thank you, sir!”



“

  
How’s
  the chief?”




  
Lieutenant
  Morales looked at Detective Smith in anger. “How the fuck do you
  think he is? He’s fucking pissed. He just got his ass chewed out
  by
  the mayor. Something about a video of the arrest that’s
  circulating
  online. One that shows the dead body of a decapitated child. What
  the
  fuck, Detective! Got any more surprises for me?”



“

  
Oh,
  yes, I forgot to tell you. Some idiot was live-streaming on their
  phone when we made the arrest. We tried to confiscate the phone,
  but
  the video had already gone viral online by the time we realized
  he
  was recording. We didn’t feel that confiscating the phone at that
  point would have made a difference, since the video was already
  out.
  We did inform him we would need to collect his phone for
  evidence,
  and he agreed to stop in and give a statement and surrender the
  phone.”



“

  
Why
  the fuck didn’t you lead with that bit of information,
  Detective?”
  Lieutenant Morales yelled. “Now we have a media nightmare on our
  hands. The chief is pissed, and he said the mayor is pissed,
  which
  means the captain is likely to be equally pissed. Well, fuck. Now
  I’m
  pissed!” Lieutenant Morales said, pacing back and forth in the
  observation room. “We need to get ahead of this and control the
  narrative. We need to stay ahead of the media, not the other way
  around.”



“

  
Honestly,
  ma’am, that’s not my responsibility. Besides, I haven’t been
  thinking about that. I’ve been trying to make sense of what I saw
  tonight. As you can imagine, it’s been pretty traumatic.”



“

  
Just
  how traumatic can it be, Detective? You’re a professional. Act
  like
  one,” Lieutenant Morales demanded.



“

  
Ma’am . . .
  with all due respect, you didn’t see what I saw.”



“

  
The
  chief just sent me a link to the video. Let me watch this and see
  what you saw.” After a few minutes, Lieutenant Morales sat down
  in
  shock. “This man did that to that child?”




  
Detective
  Smith stared at Fredrick through the mirror. “All evidence
  suggests
  he did, yes.”




  
Lieutenant
  Morales stood up and walked up to the two-way mirror. “You better
  get that sick fucker. I want 


  

    
no
  


  

  mistakes.”



“

  
That’s
  the plan, Lieutenant. That’s the plan.”



“

  
One
  more thing, Detective Smith. You smell like a fucking brewery.
  Have
  you been drinking?”



“

  
Lieutenant,
  I had three drinks over five hours ago. I’m fine.”



“

  
You
  better be. I don’t want this to bite us in the ass later.”




  
Lieutenant
  Morales swiftly exited the room, leaving Detective Smith alone.
  Sitting quietly, he carefully formulated a plan while observing
  Mr.
  Richardson. Anticipating that the new detective might benefit
  from
  guidance on questioning, he jotted down some generic, leading
  questions on a notepad. Within moments, there was a knock on the
  door. 




“

  
Yeah,
  come in,” Detective Smith called out.



“

  
Good
  morning, Detective Smith. My name is Detective Robbie Giles,” the
  young man chirped.



“

  
I
  know who you are, Detective. Who do you think recommended that
  you be
  a detective? I’ve been watching you. You’re an up-and-coming
  star.”



“

  
Thank
  you so much for believing in me, sir. I won’t let you
  down.”




  
Detective
  Smith glanced at his watch. “No, no, you won’t. Listen, it’s
  3:27 a.m. I hope you got enough sleep. It’s going to be a long
  day.”



“

  
As
  a matter of fact, I went to bed at 10:30 p.m.,” Detective Giles
  said.



“

  
Good;
  you got a solid five hours of sleep.”



“

  
Actually,
  I got four hours and fifty-seven minutes of sleep, not quite five
  hours.”




  
Detective
  Smith smiled. “Perfect, it’s exactly that level of attention to
  detail you’ll need going forward with this case. Stay sharp, stay
  focused, and drink lots of coffee. You’ll need it.”



“

  
Oh,
  I don’t drink coffee.”



“

  
Who
  the fuck doesn’t drink—never mind,” Detective Smith said. “You
  will. You will!”




  
Detective
  Giles confidently approached the window to observe Mr.
  Richardson.
  “How long has he been sitting there?”



“

  
About
  two and a half hours.”



“

  
Has
  he said anything or done anything unusual?”



“

  
Nope,
  he’s just been sitting quietly, completely calm, composed, and
  collected. It’s almost as if he doesn’t believe he has anything
  to worry about,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
Maybe
  in his mind, he doesn’t believe he has anything to worry
  about?”



“

  
That’s
  a possibility. But it would take an extremely disturbed mind to
  do
  what he’s done and think he didn’t have anything to worry
  about.”



“

  
A
  disturbed mind may not perceive the severity of the
  situation.”



“

  
We’ll
  leave that for the psychologist and prosecution to figure
  out.”



“

  
That
  makes sense. What’s our next move?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
We’re
  waiting for the background report on this guy. It may not reveal
  much, but any information we can gather could prove valuable
  during
  the interview,” Detective Smith said.




  
Detectives
  Smith and Giles patiently awaited the conclusion of the
  background
  investigation. Detective Giles opened his laptop and began
  researching questioning techniques. Meanwhile, Detective Smith
  nervously stared at Mr. Richardson. Their eyes met, and the
  suspect’s
  gaze was bizarre and unexplainable. Knowing the double-sided
  mirror
  prevented the suspect from seeing him, Detective Smith slowly
  walked
  to the left side of the room to test a theory. 





  
Mr.
  Richardson smiled, and his gaze followed Detective Smith.
  Detective
  Smith then slowly walked to the right side of the mirror. Mr.
  Richardson’s gaze continued to follow him, and he seemed
  delighted
  with the game. The intensity of Mr. Richardson’s stare sent
  shivers
  down Detective Smith’s spine, creating a truly unforgettable
  experience. 


  

    
How
    can he see me?
  


  

  he wondered. Detective Smith, a devout Catholic, considered a
  biblical explanation.



“

  
The
  man must be possessed,” he uttered. As he stared at the suspect,
  he
  became uneasy, almost nauseous. Detective Smith concluded that
  the
  Holy Spirit within him was agitated and discerned the presence of
  evil in the next room. Amid the circumstances, Detective Smith
  drew
  solace from his Bible and began reciting Psalm 121.



 






“

  

    
The
    Lord will guard you from evil,
  




  

    
He
    will guard your soul.
  




  

    
The
    Lord will guard your coming and going
  




  

    
both
    now and forever.”
  



 







  
Detective
  Smith continued to pray.


  

    

    
  


  
“O
  Divine Eternal Father, in union with your Divine Son and the Holy
  Spirit, and through the Immaculate Heart of Mary, I beg You to
  protect me from the Power of your greatest enemy. Heavenly
  Father,
  give us the reign of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and the Immaculate
  Heart of Mary. I repeat this prayer out of pure love for You with
  every beat of my heart and breath. Amen.” 





  
His
  unwavering optimism fueled Detective Smith’s resolve as he
  impatiently awaited the outcome of the background investigation.
  





  
In
  the interim, Detective Giles reviewed the now-viral video of the
  suspect’s arrest, hoping to uncover any valuable clues. The two
  detectives had unique approaches to their work. With his
  extensive
  experience, Detective Smith felt a mix of weariness and
  determination, while the young, driven Detective Giles exuded a
  strong sense of purpose and excitement. 





  
A
  knock on the door broke the silence.



“

  
Sir,
  here is the background check you requested,” said Officer
  Williams,
  a uniformed patrol officer. As she handed off the report, she
  poked
  her head into the room to get a glimpse of the alleged serial
  killer.
  “So that’s him? He doesn’t look like a monster.”



“

  
That
  will be all, Officer. Thank you,” Detective Smith said as he
  quickly dismissed her and physically helped her leave the room
  with a
  polite but sturdy shove.




  
Detective
  Smith sat down and opened the record. “Now, let’s see who the man
  is behind those cold eyes.” To his surprise, Detective Smith
  found
  nothing of criminal interest in the background search. There were
  no
  warrants, tickets, or arrests. Mr. Richardson’s criminal record
  was
  spotless. Detective Smith read aloud, “His given name is Fredrick
  Edgar Allan Richardson. Born September 8th, 1961, in Tarpon
  Springs,
  Florida. He has no siblings, and his parents are deceased. He
  owns
  and operates a 


  

    
1971
    brown Dodge Polaris with a black hard vinyl roof and Florida
    tag YGH
    542. He lives alone at 999 La Crescent Court, Odessa, Florida,
    33656.
    He 
  


  
owns
  a registered Sig Sauer P229 9 mm firearm. 


  

    
He
    is a 
  


  
registered
  Democrat.


  

    
”
    Detective Smith rumbled through the report, attempting to
    understand
    better who the man in the interrogation room was.
  



“

  
Nothing
  interesting so far. How about his education?” asked Detective
  Giles. “How smart is this—”



“

  
Holy
  shit!” Detective Smith said, interrupting. “This man graduated
  from MIT at the age of fifteen with a bachelor’s degree and then
  earned a master’s degree in physics. He then graduated from Yale
  with a PhD in behavioral neuroscience, focusing on cognitive
  development.” Detective Smith continued, “As if all that wasn’t
  enough, a few years later, he graduated from the Harvard School
  of
  Law and passed the Florida bar exam when he was
  twenty-five.”



“

  
Okay,
  a quick synopsis of the mystery man behind the glass,” Detective
  Giles said. “This guy is a certified genius, and he has multiple
  degrees from prestigious institutes, specifically focusing on
  human
  behavior and law, which means he is probably a master at the law
  and
  psychological games. He is probably already fifteen moves ahead
  of
  us. We are already late to whatever game he is playing. I don’t
  know about you, Detective, but I suddenly feel underqualified to
  go
  head-to-head with him.”



“

  
I
  don’t care what his credentials are,” Detective Smith said. “I
  know what I saw in the back of his car. I know who this man is. I
  know 


  

    

      
what
    
  


  

    

    this man is. Criminals are all the same. They all think they
    are
    smarter than everyone else. He is a monster, nothing more, and
    I have
    no intention of letting him go.”
  



“

  
Well,
  in this case, Detective, I think he may be smarter. And oh, by
  the
  way, I didn’t say anything about letting him go,” Detective Giles
  said with reassurance. “Regardless of what the existing evidence
  suggests, I’m merely saying that this case may prove more
  challenging than any other case you’ve worked on. I know you’re a
  veteran, but this case may be different from anything you’re
  accustomed to. Are you sure I am the right person to assist
  you?”



“

  
You
  are the lieutenant’s idea,” Detective Smith said. “Not mine. It
  doesn’t matter, though. You will do fine. Your lack of experience
  may prove useful.”



“

  
How
  so?”



“

  
You
  are unpredictable. And that means this guy can’t see you
  coming.”



“

  
Okay,
  Detective Smith, I will follow your lead.” The two proceeded
  toward
  the holding room, and Detective Giles muttered, “I can’t believe
  I get to watch the ‘Gasman’ work.”




  

    
Detective
    Giles’s humor was lost on Detective Smith, who just gave him a
    blank stare. “Hey, listen, before we head in there, I want to
    ensure you feel confident and prepared. Although you’ve never
    done
    this before, your training has equipped you well, so trust your
    instincts. Don’t let him intimidate you in there. Be sure you
    are
    mentally and emotionally prepared for what’s ahead. I have some
    concerns about what we might encounter based on what’s already
    transpired. I hope you can handle it,” Detective Smith
    said.
  



“

  
I’m
  confident I can handle it. I’m not easily shaken.”



“

  
We’ll
  see about that. Do you believe in God?” Detective Smith
  asked.



“

  
Yes.
  Yes, I do. Why do you ask?”



“

  
As
  a believer in God, you must also believe in the existence of the
  devil?” Detective Smith said.



“

  
I’ve
  never really thought much about the other side. I guess if I
  believe
  in a God, there must be an opposite, which means I suppose I have
  to
  believe the devil exists. But I only focus on God. I never really
  gave anything else any thought.”




  

    
Stepping
    close to Detective Giles, Detective Smith looked him in the
    eyes.
    “The devil exists, Detective Giles. Let me ask you a question.
    How
    do you think you’d react if you came face-to-face with
    something so
    dark and vile you’d have no choice but to believe in the devil?
    In
    that moment, you would see the devil himself in the flesh. How
    would
    you react?”
  




  

    
Feeling
    overwhelmed, Detective Giles stepped back and admitted, “I
    think . . . I think I’d be frightened.”
  



“

  
As
  you should be. Hold on to that. Wear the Lord’s armor and use Him
  as your defense. The person in that room is as close to pure evil
  as
  you will ever meet. I would not be surprised if Satan himself had
  taken possession of him. Take him seriously. He is not only a
  threat
  to us physically but also mentally and spiritually.”



“

  
Understood,”
  Detective Giles confirmed.



“

  
Okay
  then, if you have no questions, let’s do this.”



“

  
I
  do have one question, Detective Smith.”



“

  
Of
  course you do. What is it?”



“

  
Should
  you take a shower before going in there? You kind of smell like a
  wino,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
I’m
  fine. Just stay focused.”




  

    
Detective
    Smith and Detective Giles entered the room with the suspect and
    made
    eye contact with him. 
  





  

    
Mr.
    Richardson smiled. “Hello, Detective Gregory Alexander Smith. I
    have been waiting for you. Let us continue where we left off.
    Please,
    have a seat.”
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Detective
Smith greeted Mr. Richardson. “Good morning, Mr. Richardson. As you
know, I’m Detective Smith, and this young man is Detective Giles.
Before we start, I want to remind you that you have rights. Since
you’ve already been informed of your rights, would you like to talk
with us now?”
  




  
Mr.
  Richardson fixed his gaze on Detective Giles, scrutinizing every
  detail. Slowly, he observed every aspect of Detective Giles, from
  head to toe, noting his fashion sense, personal style, and
  attention
  to detail. Fredrick also noticed the detective’s physique,
  confident posture, and well-groomed appearance, including his
  neatly
  manicured fingernails, wedding ring, and watch. In just a few
  moments, Fredrick formed an impression of Detective Giles and
  deemed
  him no threat.



“

  
I
  see you still reek of alcohol, Detective Smith,” Fredrick said.
  “Why haven’t you showered?”




  
Detective
  Smith did not reply to Fredrick’s question. “Do you wish to speak
  with us at this time?”



“

  
I
  do not believe I require an attorney at this time, Detective
  Smith.
  Do you believe I need an attorney?”



“

  
We
  will ask the questions today, Mr. Richardson. We want to ask you
  about this evening. Your cooperation is greatly appreciated and
  will
  be very helpful.”




  
Fredrick
  slowly tilted his head and smiled eerily at Detective Giles
  without
  blinking. “You want to? I want to drive a fucking Ferrari on the
  beach while a beautiful and very naked supermodel sucks my dick,
  but
  alas, I am here.”




  
After
  a few minutes of silence, trying to keep from laughing, Fredrick
  said, “Okay, detectives, I want nothing more than to be helpful.
  How can I help?”



“

  
Detective
  Giles, please begin with the first question,” Detective Smith
  instructed.



“

  
Okay,
  let’s start with your name. Are you Fredrick Edgar Allan
  Richardson?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
Is
  that what my driver’s license says?”



“

  
That
  is the name on your driver’s license, yes.”



“

  
Then
  that must be my name,” Fredrick said. “But you already have that
  information.”



“

  
Edgar
  Allan?” Detective Smith asked.




  
Offended,
  Fredrick replied, “Do not judge the man’s genius. He was ahead of
  his time.”



“

  
Were
  you born in Tarpon Springs, Florida, on September 8th, 1961?”
  Detective Giles asked.



“

  
Again,
  that is on my license.”



“

  
Are
  your parents living or deceased?”



“

  
Who
  cares?” Fredrick said.




  
Detective
  Giles patiently repeated the question. “Are your parents living
  or
  deceased?”




  
Fredrick
  reluctantly declared with a smile and a spark of joy in his eye,
  “Fine. They are happily deceased.”



“

  
Do
  you have any children?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
I
  have many children in my mind. Does that count?”



“

  
Do
  you have any biological children you have fathered, or perhaps
  children you have legally adopted?”




  
Bored,
  Fredrick sighed and answered, “No, not that I am aware
  of.”



“

  
Do
  you have any siblings?”




  
Fredrick
  put his head on the table. “Not that I am aware of, no.”



“

  
Do
  you reside at 


  

    
999
    La Crescent Court, Odessa, FL, 33656?”
  




  

    
Fredrick
    cried out, “My God, you are killing me! Again, it is on my
    license.
    So, yes.”
  



“

  
Do
  you own and operate a brown 1971 Dodge Polaris, with a black hard
  vinyl roof, Florida tag number YGH 542?”



“

  
Fuck
  my life! This is boring! 


  

    

      
Yes!
    
  


  

    

    When are you going to ask the good questions?”
  



“

  
What
  are the good questions?” Detective Giles asked.




  

    
Fredrick
    smiled and leaned forward. “Well, Junior Detective Giles, if
    you
    are unaware, this will be a brief question-and-answer session,
    will
    it not?”
  




  

    
Standing
    across the room, slightly frustrated, Detective Smith urged
    Detective
    Giles to continue. “Detective, proceed with the
    questioning.”
  



“

  
Do
  you own a Sig Sauer P229, 9 mm pistol?” Detective Giles
  asked.




  

    
Fredrick
    shook his head in disbelief. “Enough with the formalities. You
    are
    wasting my time. You know that I do. You know all of this
    remedial
    clerical bullshit. Ask what you truly want to know. Ask!
    
  


  

    

      
Ask
      already!
    
  


  

    
”
    Fredrick let out a vile and wicked laugh as if he were
    possessed.
  



“

  
I
  see here you graduated from MIT with a master’s in physics, Yale
  University with a PhD in neuroscience, and Harvard with a law
  degree,” Detective Giles said. “Our records indicate you passed
  the Florida bar exam at the age of twenty-five. Is this
  correct?”




  

    
Fredrick
    stood up and stretched out his chains with his hands to the
    sky.
    “Boring! Ask already! Ask about the girl! Go on! Do it!”
  



“

  
I
  think it would be helpful if you answered the questions we ask,
  not
  the questions you want us to ask,” Detective Giles said
  calmly.




  

    
Fredrick
    looked at Detective Giles, tilted his head, and whispered, “Is
    that
    what you think, Einstein?”
  




  

    
Detective
    Smith pulled Detective Giles aside. “We ask the questions,” he
    whispered. “We do not answer them. Stop letting him take
    control.
    Stay focused, and don’t let him get in your head.”
  



“

  
Understood,”
  Detective Giles said.



“

  
Do
  you mind if I put my feet up on the table?” Fredrick asked,
  taking
  his seat. “What is it you said to me, Detective Smith? Oh, yes, I
  remember, ‘It has been a day.’


  

    

    
  


  

    
”
  



“

  
No,
  you may not,” Detective Giles replied. Fredrick put his feet on
  the
  table to ascertain the degree of control the detective would
  maintain
  in the interrogation room. Unsure what to do, Detective Giles
  hesitated, then proceeded with the questioning, which made
  Fredrick
  grin.



“

  
Good
  boy,” Fredrick said to Detective Giles.




  

    
Detective
    Smith calmly approached the desk, then suddenly slammed the
    file he
    was holding onto the table. He sat down across from Fredrick
    and
    looked him straight in the eyes. Sitting up in his chair,
    Fredrick
    looked back fearlessly and leaned forward.
  



“

  
Now
  it’s time to play,” Fredrick said. “I see the junior detective
  gets to ask all the easy questions. The questions you already
  know
  the answers to. Is this to prevent him from feeling overwhelmed
  with
  performance anxiety? Are we now going to delve into the
  fundamental
  questions that will reveal the answers you truly seek, Detective
  Smith?”



“

  
Tell
  us about the child,” Detective Smith demanded.




  

    
Giddy,
    Fredrick said, “I appreciate your curiosity, Detective Smith.
    Interestingly, you bring up the topic of children again. As you
    know,
    I do not have any children, known or acknowledged, at this
    point in
    my life. It is a fact that some people find hard to believe.”
    
  





  

    
Fredrick
    looked toward Detective Giles. “It is essential to understand
    the
    concept of reproduction, Detective Giles. You see, when a man
    and a
    woman engage in sexual intercourse, there is a possibility of
    fertilizing the woman’s egg with the man’s semen, which can
    lead
    to the creation of a baby. As you may not yet understand this,
    let me
    explain it further. A man must take his erect penis and insert
    it
    into a woman’s vagina and release his seed inside her. His seed
    then swims in her vagina to her uterus and finds her egg, where
    the
    seed then fertilizes the egg, thus creating a baby. 
  




“

  
I
  understand this may be a new and complex topic for you, but I am
  confident that in time and with experience, you will gain a
  deeper
  understanding of what sexual intercourse is. Perhaps in the
  future,
  you will have the opportunity to learn more about this firsthand.
  Hell, maybe, just maybe, Detective Smith’s wife might teach you.
  I
  hear she likes to fuck. How many children are there, Detective?
  Seven
  at last count?”



“

  
Tell
  us about the child that was found unresponsive in the trunk of
  your
  car,” Detective Smith said.




  

    
Fredrick
    laughed. “Unresponsive? That is a fascinating way to put it.
    Although I am not an English major, I will go out on a limb and
    say
    that while ‘unresponsive’ is grammatically correct, it is not
    the
    correct adjective to be used here. Saying she was unresponsive
    suggests she could have been responsive, but, as we know, she
    was
    not. And while she was not responsive, she was most definitely
    not
    unresponsive. I do not know if you know this or not, Detective,
    but
    it would be physically impossible for her to be responsive or
    unresponsive in her present condition because her fucking head
    was
    sitting 
  


  

    

      
on
      her lap!
    
  


  

    

    What kind of a sick freak are you to think she could be
    responsive or
    unresponsive without a fucking head?”
  



“

  
Tell
  me about her,” Detective Smith said. “I’d like to know more
  about her. For starters, I’d like to know her name.”




  
Fredrick
  played coy. “I am completely clueless as to who you are referring
  to.”



“

  
I
  am referring to the girl you just clarified was unresponsive
  because
  she was decapitated. You know, the girl who was found in the
  trunk of
  your car. But you probably don’t know her name. That much, I
  believe. Tell me how she ended up in the trunk of your
  car.”




  
Fredrick
  acted confused. “She was in the trunk of my car? Oh, good lord,
  no!
  Say it is not true.”



“

  
You
  seem surprised, even though you were present when we found her in
  the
  trunk of your car. Are you the one who harmed her?”




  
Fredrick
  smiled. “Come on, Detective! It is impossible to think she could
  have removed her head by herself.”



“

  
I
  agree, she had help. Was it you who helped her? Is this your
  confession to her murder?”




  
Fredrick
  leaned in and tilted his head, speaking with a lower octave of
  his
  voice. “Oh, Detective, I did far worse than murder her. You can
  only see the tip of the iceberg regarding what I did to her. In
  fact,
  killing her would have been the nicest thing I did to her.” As
  Fredrick replied, all emotion vanished from his face. He stared
  at
  Detective Smith with a darkness in his eyes that could only be
  described as void of all human emotion.



“

  
What
  else did you do to her?”




  
Fredrick
  leaned back and smiled. “What do you think, genius? I wanted to
  have a baby with her. You remember our talk, Detective Giles.
  When a
  man inserts his penis into a woman’s vagina? You should try it
  sometime. You may find you like it.”




  
Detective
  Giles lost his temper. “A baby with her? She was only nine years
  old! How the fuck is she supposed to have a baby? She was a baby
  herself!”



“

  
Keep
  your composure, Detective,” Detective Smith instructed.




  
Fredrick
  smiled, laughing sadistically. “Yes, Junior Detective Giles. Keep
  your damn composure. Go and sit in the corner. Adults are talking
  here.”



“

  
How
  long has she been in the trunk of your car?” Detective Smith
  asked.



“

  
How
  long? Do I look like a forensic expert? I suggest you examine the
  accumulation of blood under her body and the degree of
  coagulation.
  The science will be able to provide the answers you seek,
  Detective.”



“

  
Fair
  enough. Why did you kill her?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Why
  not?” Fredrick answered.



“

  
Why
  did you cut her head off?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
I
  think it looks better on her lap, do you not agree?” Fredrick
  replied.



“

  
How
  did you cut her head off?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Probably
  one stroke at a time,” Fredrick said.



“

  
What
  tools did you use?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
Most
  likely one I purchased at the Home Depot,” Fredrick said
  sarcastically.



“

  
What
  specific tool did you purchase at Home Depot to remove her head?”
  Detective Smith asked.



“

  
I
  believe I once purchased a wood saw at Home Depot. I think I got
  it
  at a bargain price. It was half off. Not like her head, which is
  wholly off,” Fredrick said with a smile. “Get it? Whole off!
  C’mon, guys, that is some genius standup right there!” 





  
Detectives
  Smith and Giles stared blankly at Fredrick.



“

  
Okay,
  okay.” With great pride and excitement, waving his hands,
  Fredrick
  sang, “Back and forth. Back and forth,” as he demonstrated
  cutting her head off.




  
Detective
  Giles covered his mouth as if he were about to vomit. 




“

  
When
  did you meet her?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
I
  met her when I abducted her,” Fredrick replied.



“

  
Where
  did you abduct her?”



“

  
Where
  I met her. Keep up, Detective!” 




“

  
Have
  you ever done this before?” Detective Smith asked.




  
Fredrick
  laughed. “Are you serious? A person’s head can only be cut off
  once, Detective. So sadly, no. This would have been the one and
  only
  time I could have cut her head off.”



“

  
Have
  you committed this crime before this victim or since this
  victim?”



“

  
Cut
  someone’s head off or murder them?”



“

  
Yes,”
  Detective Smith said.




  
Fredrick
  smiled. “Yes.”



“

  
Have
  you killed more than one person?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
You
  know the answer to that, Detective.”



“

  
How
  do I know this exactly?” Detective Smith asked.




  
In
  an instantaneous rage, Fredrick yelled, “Do not patronize me,
  Detective. I know the forensic teams are scouring my house as we
  speak, and I know what they will find, or rather, have already
  found.
  You did not start this meeting without knowing what you already
  know.
  Do not talk to me as if I am some random, idiotic pervert off the
  street. I am who I am, and you will show me respect!”



“

  
How
  many people have you killed?”



“

  
Yes,”
  Fredrick replied.



“

  
Yes?”
  Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Aww,
  Detective, you must work harder for those answers. We would not
  want
  the game to culminate too quickly.”



“

  
Is
  this a game to you?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Life
  is but a game, Detective, played by fools for a childish God’s
  entertainment.”



“

  
What
  were you planning on doing with her remains?”



“

  
I
  was planning on a few more nights of intimacy with her, but you
  have
  interrupted that. Did you not?”



“

  
Where
  were you going to take her remains?” Detective Smith
  asked.



“

  
Ah,
  and there is the rub, Detective. I had a glorious plan for her,
  and
  you ruined it. May 21 would have been my big day. Now, I must
  improvise.”



“

  
What
  was going to happen on May 21?”



“

  
It
  is now moot, is it not?”



“

  
Assuming
  we did not arrest you, interrupting your grand plan, what would
  have
  happened on May 21?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
Welcome
  back, Detective. I was going to take her out?”



“

  
Out
  where?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
I
  was going to take her to dinner and a movie, but she lost her
  head.
  Sheesh. Women!”



“

  
What
  were your plans for her?” Detective Smith asked.




  
Pleased
  with Detective Smith’s composure and respect, Fredrick grinned.
  “I
  was thinking of a dark, quiet place where we could spend some
  quality
  time together.”



“

  
What
  place is that?”



“

  
My
  favorite place.”



“

  
Where
  might that be?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
It
  is not far from here.”



“

  
Are
  there other bodies there?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Other
  bodies?”



“

  
Is
  this your dumping ground?” Detective Giles clarified.




  
Fredrick
  grew annoyed. “Dumping ground? My children are not garbage,
  Detective. They are trophies. They are beautiful. They should be
  cherished and visited. They enjoy spending time with me, as I do
  with
  them.”



“

  
Where
  might this special place be?” Detective Smith asked. 





  
Fredrick
  smiled and offered no answer.




  
Moving
  on, Detective Smith asked, “Where did you meet her?”




  
Fredrick
  grinned. “You know my answer to that question already.”



“

  
You
  did not provide the ‘where’ the last time I asked you this
  question.”




  
Fredrick
  looked puzzled. “I did.”



“

  
How
  did you get her to go with you?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
I
  merely asked her. She was quite agreeable.”



“

  
Do
  you know her name?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Of
  course, I know her name. I know everything about her.”



“

  
What
  is her name?” Detective Giles asked.




  
Fredrick
  looked at Detective Giles. “What do you want to know? Do you want
  to know her name, or do you want to know what I call her?”



“

  
Yes.”




  
Fredrick
  smiled. “No, you may only choose one. Only one will lead you to
  where you must go.”



“

  
What
  is her name?”



“

  

    
Wrong!
  


  

  Her name is Annie Valentine, and she was nine years old. But that
  is
  not what I refer to her as.”



“

  
What
  do you refer to her as?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Fun
  Fact: I refer to my children by numbers. She has a specific
  number.
  However, you did not provide the correct answer, so you will not
  be
  rewarded with that information.”



“

  
Okay.
  We will come back to that. Why did you do it?”



“

  
Do
  what? You need to be more specific, Detective.”



“

  
Why
  did you kill her?”



“

  
I
  do what I do for the same reason you do what you do.”



“

  
I
  don’t kill children,” Detective Smith said.




  
Fredrick
  laughed. “Of course, you do not kill children. It is the same
  reason you are a detective. I feel like I have to spell
  everything
  out to you guys.”



“

  
The
  same reason I am a detective?” Detective Smith said. “This is my
  calling in life. I am called to put evil people like you behind
  bars.”



“

  
Exactly,”
  Fredrick said.



“

  
What
  are you getting at?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
Just
  like he is called to put—how did he word it—‘evil people like
  me behind bars,’ I am called to do what I do.”



“

  
My
  work is God’s work,” Detective Smith said. “Who calls you to do
  yours?”




  
Fredrick
  shook his head. “Neither God nor Satan has anything to do with
  your
  work or mine. We are simply who we are. There is no grand scheme
  behind who we are or what we do.”



“

  
Then
  what calls you to do what you do?”



“

  
Oh,
  my God! We just went over this. I do what I do the same way
  Junior
  Detective Giles breathes shallowly. It is natural.”



“

  
There
  is nothing natural about killing a little girl and removing her
  head,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
It
  is as natural to me in my world and my mind as your desire to
  suck
  your mother’s bosom when you were a mere infant. Who gets to
  decide?”




  
Seeing
  where the conversation was going, Detective Smith regained
  control.
  “Where did you meet her?”




  
Fredrick
  became irate. “This again?! Why are we talking in circles? You
  have
  already asked me this question twice, and we have discussed it at
  length. I will not continue to repeat myself because of your
  ineptitude to remember the information I have provided
  you.”



“

  
Fredrick,
  we just want to be thorough,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
Also,
  to be fair, you haven’t answered the question, Mr. Richardson,”
  Detective Smith said.



“

  
I
  understand interrogation techniques, detectives. You want to see
  if
  my answers are consistent or inconsistent enough to catch me in a
  lie. I have not lied to you, and I will not. I despise lying.
  Everything I tell you is the truth. I am not ashamed of anything
  I
  have done and, therefore, have nothing to hide. Look, I am aware
  that
  most people cowardly deny their actions and lie about having done
  them in an attempt to avoid going to prison. Hell, they even lie
  to
  themselves about having done them. I am not one of these people.
  I am
  proud of my actions and who I am as a man. I love being me. I am
  particularly pleased with my achievements.”



“

  
Your
  achievements have gotten you arrested and will likely send you to
  prison, if not to your death,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
I
  have no reason to believe I am going to prison.”



“

  
Well,
  I don’t remember us asking that specific question, Fredrick, so
  that is why I asked it,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
Do
  you need help, Detective? Here, let me help you. I remember it.
  The
  conversation went like this:


  

    

    
  


  
‘When
  did you meet her?’ you asked. Then I replied, ‘I met her when I
  abducted her.’ And you said, ‘Where did you abduct her?’



“

  
Then
  I wittingly said,


  

    

    
  


  
‘Where
  I met her. Keep up, Detective!’


  

    

    
  


  
Oh,
  by the way, you asked that question the first time at 5:25 a.m.
  To be
  more precise, it was 5:25:33:45. Please refer to the tape for
  confirmation. You will see I am correct. Go on. I will wait
  here.”




  
Detective
  Smith suggested taking a quick break to review the tape and see
  if
  Fredrick was correct. As they exited the room, Fredrick shouted,
  “You
  will see I am correct. Remember, gentlemen, I remember
  everything. I
  remember it all!” He laughed sadistically.




  
Detective
  Smith and Giles walked down the hall to the media room. They
  asked
  the technician to pull up the recording, and they both watched,
  writing down verbatim exactly what was said by whom. After
  reviewing
  the recording, they compared the video transcript to the notes
  taken
  during the interview with Fredrick. To their amazement, Fredrick
  was
  correct. He recalled the exact conversation word for word without
  error. A conversation that had transpired several hours before.
  But
  what amazed them most was that Fredrick provided the time of the
  conversation down to the second. The clock in the room only
  showed
  hours and minutes, yet Fredrick provided the seconds and even the
  milliseconds. 




“

  
Fuck,
  he does have a photographic memory,” Detective Giles said with
  surprise. “And he is so intelligent he can count milliseconds in
  his head while arguing his case during a murder
  interrogation?”



“

  
He’s
  smart,” Detective Smith said. “His brain is like a supercomputer.
  I will give him that.”



“

  
If
  he can remember all that, he can remember all of his victims,”
  Detective Giles said.



“

  
Which
  means he knows exactly who his victims are,” Detective Smith
  said.
  “He knows exactly when, where, and how he met them. He knows
  exactly what he did to them. More importantly, he knows exactly
  where
  he put their remains. He knows everything.”



“

  
But
  he won’t give that information up,” Detective Giles said. “He
  is playing with us.”



“

  
Right,
  we must ask the right questions to get the answers we
  want.”



“

  
Correct,”
  Detective Giles said. “But his intellect is remarkable. I can’t
  help but think the entire interview is just entertainment for
  him. We
  are missing something. It’s something significant, but I’m having
  trouble pinpointing exactly what it is. I think he is miles ahead
  of
  us. We’re playing catch-up, and we are far behind.”



“

  
Perhaps,
  but we can only work in the present. Let’s get back in there and
  do
  our job. We can get this guy.”



“

  
Agreed,”
  Detective Giles said.




  
As
  detectives Smith and Giles entered the room, they found Fredrick
  sitting on the desk, his handcuffs lying on the floor. He
  appeared to
  be in a trance-like state and was not responsive to the
  detectives
  entering the room. Both detectives slowly approached the table
  and
  walked carefully around Fredrick. Uncertain of what he would do,
  the
  detectives formulated a plan to secure him in the restraining
  devices. Detective Giles picked up the shackles and secured
  Fredrick’s right ankle. Meanwhile, Detective Smith procured the
  handcuffs and put them on Fredrick’s left wrist. 





  
Fredrick
  opened his eyes as the two men secured the second extremity. Both
  detectives froze, terror filling their hearts. Fredrick turned
  his
  head extremely slowly and looked at Detective Smith. Blood slowly
  began to drip from his mouth. Detectives Smith and Giles watched,
  terrified, as the blood poured from Fredrick’s mouth. He had
  bitten
  his tongue, filling his mouth with blood. Fredrick spat the blood
  in
  Detective Smith’s face, getting it in his eyes and mouth and
  covering the remainder of his face. “Since you will need my DNA,
  Detective, you can use this blood I give you!” Fredrick screamed,
  jumping on top of Detective Smith, laughing. “You look pretty.”
  Fredrick chuckled as he turned his head sideways.




  
Detective
  Giles grabbed Fredrick by the waist and tried to pull him off
  Detective Smith. 





  
Fredrick
  spun out of the hold and positioned himself behind Detective
  Giles,
  wrapped his arms and hands around Detective Giles’s throat, and
  aligned the V of his elbow with Detective Giles’s Adam’s apple.
  Almost immediately, several armed officers kicked in the door and
  aimed their firearms at Fredrick, all yelling demands at
  him.



“

  
Let
  him go!” one officer shouted.



“

  
Put
  your hands up!” another yelled.



“

  
Get
  on the ground!” a third officer screamed.




  
Calmly,
  Fredrick released Detective Giles. “Well, which command is it,
  fellas? Hands up, or lie on the ground? When you contradict
  yourselves, it makes surrendering difficult.” 





  
Detective
  Giles turned around and, with a raspy voice, instructed the
  officers
  to ‘Take him down.’ One of the uniformed officers fired their
  stun gun, striking Fredrick in the chest. Fifty thousand volts of
  electricity rapidly flowed through Fredrick’s body. To everyone’s
  surprise, Fredrick looked at the electrodes and laughed. “You can
  do better than that. You are all incomp—” 





  
Another
  jolt surged from a second stun gun. This time, one hundred
  thousand
  volts rampaged through his body, immediately causing Fredrick to
  collapse. The officers quickly closed in on Fredrick and secured
  his
  extremities with chains, shackles, and cuffs. Once resecured, the
  officers lifted Fredrick and placed him in the chair. Each
  officer
  then took a corner of the room.



“

  
What
  the fuck is wrong with you?” a scared and shaken Detective Giles
  yelled at Fredrick. “You tried to kill me!”




  
Fredrick,
  shaken and dazed from being tased, replied, “On the contrary. It
  does not take much pressure to crush one’s trachea. If I wanted
  to
  kill you, Detective, you would be dead.”




  
Detective
  Smith got to his feet. “While I appreciate your effort to speed
  things up with the DNA testing, I do not think the DNA you
  provided
  will suffice, as my DNA will have contaminated it. With your
  permission, we would like to get another sample from you. Perhaps
  by
  utilizing our medical staff this time around?”



“

  
At
  least you appreciate my efforts to be cooperative, Detective. I
  am
  happy my actions are not lost on you.”



“

  
Your
  actions are those of a psychopath,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
How
  old are you, Detective Giles?” asked Fredrick. “Twenty-five,
  Twenty-eight?”



“

  
None
  of your fucking business,” Detective Giles answered.



“

  
No
  matter. If I had my way, Detective, I would have snuffed you out
  twenty years ago.”



“

  
Right,
  because you can only target and harm small children. Because they
  are
  unable to defend themselves. You aren’t brave enough to hunt
  adults
  or, more specifically, grown men who are capable of defending
  themselves. Only small, weak, harmless children.”



“

  
Do
  you know anything about Transformers, Detective Giles?”



“

  
Transformers?”
  he replied.



“

  
Not
  the electrical device that conducts electricity and controls
  circuit
  voltage. I am referring to the cartoon. You know, Optimus Prime,
  the
  Decepticons, etc. Anyway, my point is I am like a Transformer.
  There
  is more than meets the eye.”



“

  
The
  only thing I see is a psychopath who preys on small
  children.”



“

  
You
  see what I want you to see, nothing more.”



“

  
It
  doesn’t matter how you see yourself in your mind. Society will
  deem
  you a monster.”



“

  
Because
  you have limited information about me, you cannot even begin
  comprehending who I am. Subsequently, do not pretend to know
  me.”



“

  
It’s
  7:23 a.m.,” Detective Smith said. “How about we take a
  break?”




  
Detectives
  Smith and Giles left the room, positioning themselves just
  outside
  the doorway before shutting the door. Detective Giles leaned in
  and
  whispered, “Have you ever seen anything like this before?”



“

  
No.”



“

  
Have
  you ever met anyone as intelligent as him?” Detective Giles
  asked.



“

  
One
  person. Brian Ross. Perhaps he could help us better understand
  him.”



“

  
Would
  he help us?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
I
  don’t see why not. He’s a public defender. This guy will get one
  of those Jonny Cochran-type lawyers to defend him, so I doubt
  there
  would be a conflict of interest.”



“

  
You
  should call him immediately,” Detective Giles said. “We need help
  now. Not later.”




  
Detective
  Smith opened the door and yelled, “Mr. Richardson, do you need to
  use the restroom?”



“

  
The
  only thing I need is my lawyer. His name is Brian Ross.”




  
Detective
  Smith and Detective Giles looked at each other in disbelief, and
  the
  former responded with what they were both certainly thinking,
  “What
  the fuck is going on here?”
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Brian
  arrived at the James A. Haley Veterans Affairs Hospital in Tampa,
  Florida, for his weekly therapy session focused on Post Traumatic
  Stress Disorder (PTSD). 





  
While
  waiting in the lobby, Brian put on his AirPods, turning on his
  playlist in hopes of reducing his anxiety. “Man in the Box” by
  Alice in Chains played. Brian believed the song couldn’t be any
  more appropriate for the situation as he listened to the lyrics
  and
  contemplated his past trauma from Afghanistan. 





  
He
  knew his therapist would ask him to discuss it in today’s
  session,
  so he tried to anticipate her questions by preparing his
  responses. 





  
After
  a few minutes, another veteran in the waiting area poked Brian
  and
  asked him if his name was being called. Brian looked up to see a
  staff member smiling in his direction. He walked over to her and
  apologized.



“

  
Sorry
  about that,” Brian said.




  
Brian
  followed the nurse to her office, where she took and recorded his
  vitals, introducing herself as Victoria.



“

  
Now,
  I need to ask you a few intake questions.”




  
Brian
  sighed. “I know the routine. I don’t think all this is necessary,
  but I know you’ll still ask.”



“

  
Sir,
  have you had any thoughts that you are better off dead or made
  any
  attempt at harming yourself?”



“

  
No,
  and no.”



“

  
Do
  you feel safe at home?” Victoria asked.



“

  
Usually
  I do, but not when I’ve upset my wife,” Brian joked.



“

  
At
  this time, do you have reason to believe your wife is meant to
  harm
  you, Mr. Ross?”



“

  
She’s
  five months pregnant and very hormonal. So, who knows? Women are
  capable of pretty much anything when they are pregnant.”



“

  
I
  know that’s true,” Victoria said, finally joking in reply. “At
  the moment, are you using any substances like alcohol, illegal
  drugs,
  or marijuana?”



“

  
I
  only use chocolate for medicinal purposes.”



“

  
Is
  the chocolate illicit, Mr. Ross?”



“

  
It
  probably should be,” Brian joked. “My stomach thinks it
  is.”




  
Victoria
  stared at Brian without emotion, prompting him to reply,
  “No.”



“

  
Are
  you experiencing any pain right now?”



“

  
No
  physical pain.”



“

  
Thank
  you, Mr. Ross. I will inform Dr. Thompson that you are
  here.”



“

  
Are
  you going to ask me if I want to hurt anyone? I think this is a
  reasonable question, given your other questions. Why is this
  question
  not a part of the intake?”




  
Victoria
  glanced at Brian, paused for a moment, and asked, “Mr. Ross, have
  you considered, planned, or tried to harm anyone?”



“

  
Only
  bad people. You know, like terrorists and warlords?”



“

  
That’s
  not very humorous, Mr. Ross.” 




“

  
No.
  Not at this moment. Not even bad people.”




  
Victoria
  collected her notes. “All right, Mr. Ross. I will fetch Dr.
  Thompson. Please remain here.”




  
Brian
  had been sitting in the office for several minutes and became
  bored.
  So, like any normal bored person, he started going through the
  office
  drawers. He took out a stethoscope and pretended to take his
  pulse.
  Unbeknownst to Brian, Dr. Heather Thompson entered the room. She
  quietly observed him talking to himself, pretending to play
  doctor.



“

  
Perhaps
  a career change is in your future, Mr. Ross!” Dr. Thompson said
  playfully.




  
Embarrassed,
  Brian fumbled the stethoscope and tried to put it away quickly.
  “I
  was just . . . um . . . You see . . .
  I got bored,” Brian explained.




  
Dr.
  Thompson smiled. “I am surprised to see you today.”



“

  
Yeah,
  I’ve missed a few sessions.”



“

  
A
  few sessions? It’s been fourteen weeks since you last came in. I
  removed you from my schedule altogether. You can imagine my
  surprise
  when I saw you on the calendar for this week.”



“

  
I
  didn’t want to return after our last session,” Brian said. “It
  was too much for me. I didn’t want to deal with it.”



“

  
And
  now? Why are you here today?” she asked.



“

  
Carolyn
  made me come.”



“

  
If
  you don’t want to be here, Mr. Ross, you can leave. There are
  plenty of other people I could be helping today.”



“

  
No.
  I want to be here,” Brian said thoughtfully. “Well, actually, I
  don’t. However, I know I need help and cannot do it alone. So,
  here
  I am.”



“

  
How
  are you today?”



“

  
I’m
  here, aren’t I?” Brian replied rudely.



“

  
That
  indicates a presence, Mr. Ross, not a mindset. I asked about your
  well-being, not your location.”



“

  
Let’s
  just get this over with.”




  
Dr.
  Thompson smiled. “Get it over with? Do you think resolving your
  PTSD will happen in a single session?”



“

  
I
  suppose that depends on your skills in this field.”



“

  
I
  consider myself quite proficient at my work,” Dr. Thompson
  replied.
  “However, it is you who must do most of the hard work, Mr.
  Ross.”



“

  
Let’s
  just proceed.”



“

  
I
  understand you experienced some traumatic events in Afghanistan.
  Why
  don’t you share them with me?”




  
Brian
  inhaled deeply and exhaled. “The date was May 21, 2014. My team,
  SEAL Team Eight, had just received a briefing for a rescue
  mission. 




“

  
A
  few days prior, two French Aérospatiale SA 330 Puma helicopters
  were
  downed by a dust storm. Enemy forces took twenty-two NATO
  soldiers
  and civilians captive, including a French brigadier general.
  According to intelligence, an enemy terrorist cell had taken
  possession of the prisoners and moved them to a town near the
  Iranian
  border.


  

    

    Our mission was twofold: kill the terrorists, destroy their
    base
    camp, and rescue the hostages. Covert video surveillance showed
    the
    terrorists beating and torturing the prisoners. The men were
    severely
    beaten, and both the men and the women were raped repeatedly.
    The
    terrorist cell even posted some of their work on the internet.
    The
    videos were pretty disturbing. 
  




“

  
However,
  up to this point, we believed none of the hostages had been
  killed.
  After our mission briefing, my team convened with Commander
  Greene.
  We reviewed the plan and examined the intelligence and satellite
  images. We performed our weapons checks and inspected one
  another. We
  were ready to go. 




“

  
I
  recall Petty Officer Comanche had a habit of tying a pair of his
  wife’s panties to his belt, claiming it brought him good luck.
  Chief Eagan asked about the color of the panties, and Petty
  Officer
  Comanche revealed they were red. Petty Officer Smith joked that
  red
  was a bad-luck color and suggested he change them to a different
  color. 




“

  
Commander
  Greene intervened, gathered us, and provided a last-minute
  intelligence update. He cautioned that Iranian artillery pieces
  had
  been detected near the border adjacent to the terrorist camp and
  that
  we needed to remain vigilant for potential incoming fire from
  their
  side of the border. 




“

  
Petty
  Officer Cunningham remarked that the Iranians couldn’t hit the
  broadside of a barn, assuring us we had nothing to fear.
  Commander
  Greene had us re-brief the mission, step by step, five times to
  ensure we understood our tasks. We conducted a radio
  communications
  check and loaded our birds. Two Windowmakers.



“

  
Windowmakers?”
  Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
CV-22
  Osprey. A transportation airship.”



“

  
Please
  continue.”



“

  
We
  flew under the cover of darkness. The flight was routine and
  uneventful. Well, except for the fact that Petty Officer
  Lewinski,
  our communications officer, played ‘Bodies’ by Drowning Pool over
  the flight comms. Commander Greene didn’t complain about it, so
  we
  listened to the music and got pumped up for the mission.
  Approximately two clicks from our Landing Zone—the LZ—the music
  suddenly cut off, and simultaneously, a loud explosion occurred
  on
  our left flank. 




“

  
A
  surface-to-air missile—a SAM—hit the first bird. The missile was
  fired from the Iranian side of the border. Commander Greene’s
  CV-22
  spiraled out of control and crashed into the ground. Our pilot
  somehow avoided the incoming missile aimed at us and then made a
  hard
  landing. All eight of my SEALs and all four of the aircrew were
  uninjured. 




“

  
However,
  our bird was severely damaged during the landing. We grouped up
  and
  began making our way to the downed bird. We heard gunfire in the
  distance and moved as quickly as we could to the site. By the
  time we
  got there, the enemy had taken all the surviving teammates
  prisoner,
  except for two. One of my teammates, who was critically wounded,
  and
  one of the flight crew, who was uninjured, remained. Everyone
  else
  was either dead or missing. 




“

  
Among
  the missing were Commander Greene and Petty Officer Pat Smith.
  Smith
  was my best friend, and we had been friends since childhood. I
  was
  determined to retrieve them and continue with the mission. We
  called
  the base ship and informed them of the attack. They ramped up
  SEAL
  Team Ten but told us it would be twenty minutes or more before
  they
  arrived. I didn’t think the prisoners had that much time. We
  gathered the injured teammate, Petty Officer Lewinski, and
  returned
  to our bird to treat his wounds. Then my eight SEALs and three of
  the
  AWS made our way to the terrorist camp.”



“

  
AWS?”
  Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
Aircrewmen
  with weapons systems. They are specialized navy personnel trained
  for
  search-and-rescue missions. Not quite as badass as a SEAL but
  better
  than the Air Force or Army.”



“

  
Please
  continue.”



“

  
We
  quickly established a defensive position to the west of the camp
  and
  awaited assistance,” Brian said. “Our initial enemy contact was
  with a small patrol, probably a reconnaissance unit. We ambushed
  them
  and killed or captured them without discharging our weapons. We
  had
  neutralized six of them in hand-to-hand combat and taken three
  captive. I think it’s obvious, but I’ll spell it out. The men the
  SEALs attacked were killed. The men the AWS attacked were the
  ones
  captured. Anyhow, one by one, I tortured them and killed them
  until
  the last one told me what I wanted to know about the camp. Once I
  had
  the information I needed, I killed him too.”



“

  
Do
  you have concerns about your actions regarding these three men?”
  Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
On
  one hand, they were unarmed and had surrendered. On the other
  hand,
  they had captured my men along with twenty-two other prisoners. I
  needed to understand their location and numbers to devise a new
  attack strategy. At that moment, I believed my actions were
  necessary. Now, years later, it continues to trouble me.”



“

  
We
  will address that another time. Please continue,” Dr. Thompson
  responded.



“

  
I
  radioed the information I learned to SEAL Team Ten. They devised
  a
  plan and briefed me over the radio. Nobody ever asked me how I
  got
  that information. The first friendly support we received came in
  the
  form of a Predator Unmanned Aerial Vehicle, a UAV. While it does
  carry a payload, we viewed its video feed and communications
  relay as
  its primary function. 




“

  
We
  monitored the activity at the camp while waiting for SEAL Team
  Ten to
  arrive. We knew time was of the essence, but we didn’t have a
  force
  large enough to assault the camp. So we had to wait. A second
  predator arrived and kept an eye on the Iranian border city of
  Sanjarani to the west and the Afghan city of Zaranj to the
  southeast.
  




“

  
Once
  SEAL Team Ten landed and was in the fight, we assaulted the camp.
  Unfortunately, the enemy executed Commander Greene before we
  could
  get close enough to prevent it. Once we arrived, we executed our
  plan. Each team conducted their tasks, and we freed all
  twenty-two
  hostages, as well as recovered my three teammates and the AWS.
  Unbeknownst to us, there were an additional nineteen Afghan
  hostages
  released as well. Between the two SEAL teams, the close air
  support—CAS—and the AWTs, we destroyed the fuck out of that camp.
  If it moved, it died.”



“

  
That
  had to make you feel good,” Dr. Thompson said. “Getting all the
  hostages and your men back alive.”



“

  
The
  victory was short-lived. One of the predators detected a large
  enemy
  unit advancing from Zaranj. We couldn’t fit everyone on the
  rescue
  helicopters, so the SEAL teams remained behind. We provided cover
  fire while the UAVs launched their payloads at the approaching
  force.
  Our three teams quickly fortified defensive positions south of
  the
  camp. We delayed the enemy as long as possible, but their numbers
  increased rapidly, forcing us to fall back. 




“

  
Before
  long, we found ourselves on the camp’s northern side, with the
  enemy on the south. The enemy aimed to secure the camp, while we
  chose to destroy it using close air support. Two FA-18 Hornets
  had
  just arrived, and we directed them to strike the camp. A brief
  battle
  erupted, and we emerged triumphant. However, chaos immediately
  ensued
  when artillery from Russian 155 self-propelled guns targeted our
  locations, and Iranian 120 mm mortars hit our sniper positions.
  




“

  
As
  we took cover, the broken enemy forces regrouped and launched an
  assault from the south. A fierce firefight ensued. Artillery
  rounds,
  mortar rounds, rocket-propelled grenades—RPGs—machine gun fire,
  and small arms fire were all directed at our positions. Luckily
  for
  us, two Army Air Weapons Teams, comprised of four Apache
  helicopters,
  responded and inflicted hell on the enemy. Our two FA-18s
  received
  clearance to engage the Russian and Iranian forces across the
  Iranian
  border. After delivering their ordinance alongside the Apache
  helicopters, we decimated the enemy forces. 




“

  
Unfortunately,
  it came at a cost. I lost several comrades, including my best
  friend,
  Pat Smith. All of us were wounded and needed medical care. Once I
  was
  aboard my ship, I lay in a hospital bed, replaying the mission in
  my
  mind, struggling to understand how everything had gone so wrong.
  Coming to terms with the loss of Pat and my team was extremely
  difficult. Of my sixteen-man SEAL team, only four of us made it
  out.
  I felt completely broken, both emotionally and mentally. To add
  insult to injury, I was awarded the Navy Cross, a Silver Star, a
  Bronze Star, and a Purple Heart.”



“

  
Do
  you think you could have done anything differently?” Dr. Thompson
  asked.



“

  
I
  think about it every day. I continually search for a different
  outcome.”



“

  
That’s
  a common reaction to trauma,” Dr. Thompson said. “Often, we
  struggle to accept its outcome, and we either consciously or
  subconsciously look for alternative results that resonate more
  with
  our desired feelings rather than the reality of how we
  feel.”



“

  
I
  don’t want to feel different,” Brian said. “I want to feel
  anger. I deserve to suffer.”



“

  
That’s
  complete nonsense, sailor, and you know it! No one deserves to
  suffer. Feeling angry is a normal part of the healing process.
  However, being trapped in anger is a problem, and I’m here to
  help
  you address it.”



“

  
Well,
  that’s just part of the story,” Brian said. “There’s more to
  May 21st.”



“

  
Go
  on,” Dr. Thompson said.



“

  
After
  the award ceremony, I submitted my resignation. I couldn’t
  continue
  any longer. All three of us resigned. Chief Petty Officer Thomas,
  Petty Officer 3rd Class Reed, and I resigned on the same day. The
  next day, I learned that Petty Officer 2nd Class Randle had also
  resigned. A year later, Chief Petty Officer Thomas took his own
  life.
  The following year, I was involved in a car accident that
  resulted in
  the death of my pregnant wife, Shanna. 




“

  
The
  subsequent year, I gave up on life and became homeless. At that
  point, I was struggling with alcoholism and drug addiction. I
  didn’t
  give a shit if I lived or died. I was already dead inside. What
  did
  my flesh matter? It was then that Detective Smith intervened,
  funding
  my rehabilitation and leveraging connections to secure
  scholarships
  for law school after I completed my treatment. 




“

  
When
  I was in law school, I met my wife, Carolyn. That is when I
  decided
  to change my life. Or attempt to. I listened to ‘The Wrong Side
  of
  Heaven and the Righteous Side of Hell’ by Five Finger Death Punch
  a
  lot. The lyrics of that song speak to me. It’s as if they knew me
  and what I’ve experienced. Since I couldn’t drink or do drugs
  anymore, music became my new therapy. 




“

  
Anyhow,
  despite my efforts to turn my life around, challenges continued
  to
  mount. After starting at the public defender’s office, my first
  case involved defending my former teammate, Reed, on murder
  charges.
  I was still a mess and began drinking heavily due to the thought
  of
  losing Reed. 




“

  
He
  was convicted because of my ineptitude and tragically died during
  a
  prison fight on May 21st, 2022. And now, here I am. I lost my
  best
  friend, my teammates, my career, my wife, my child, and a
  teammate on
  May 21st. How do you recommend I deal with my May 21st dilemma,
  Dr.
  Thompson?



“

  
We’ll
  tackle one session and one topic at a time,” Dr. Thompson said.
  “This process might take weeks, months, or even years. While it
  won’t be easy or swift, I assure you that with dedication, you
  can
  return to your daily life. Many veterans have faced similar
  challenges and are now enjoying fulfilling and successful lives.
  You
  can achieve that, too, Brian. 




“

  
Ultimately,
  it’s up to you to decide what you want for yourself and your
  family. No one can force you into this. You need to want it for
  yourself. The love of others will only get you so far. You will
  have
  to foster some self-love to succeed.”




  
Brian
  shrugged his shoulders. 




“

  
I
  have an opening this Thursday at 7:00 a.m.,” Dr. Thompson said.
  “Are you free then?”



“

  
I
  will see you then.” As he walked out, Brian put his AirPods in
  and
  hit play on his playlist. “Stressed Out” by Twenty One Pilots
  began to play.
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The
reluctant, semi-dedicated public defender’s office employee, Brian
Ross, exited his Uber. Upon opening the car door, a gust of wind
blew
all the paperwork he was holding from his hand. “Oh, c’mon!” he
griped.
  




  
Brian
  frantically tried to catch the moving papers, stomping on them
  with
  his casual Cole Haan shoes. Mindy, the Uber driver who had been
  taking him to work every day for five years, asked, “Would you
  like
  help gathering your papers, sir?”



“

  
No,
  I got it,” Brian said as he tried to catch some papers but missed
  them.



“

  
Are
  you sure you don’t need any help? You look silly dancing in the
  wind in a suit. Besides, it won’t be any bother,” Mindy
  insisted.



“

  
You
  are too kind, but I will manage. There are just a few more to
  get.
  One here, and one there. Got you! And finally, the last one.
  


  

    
Done!
  


  
”
  Brian yelled with enthusiasm as he raised his hands in
  victory.



“

  
Well
  done, sir,” Rick, the plaza doorman, said in
  congratulations.



“

  
If
  only you could have electronic papers, like an e-file or
  something,”
  Mindy chirped. “If you used those, you wouldn’t have to chase the
  papers in the wind. Someone should invent that. Oh, wait, they
  already have.”



“

  
I
  like actual papers,” Brian said with disdain. “I can write on
  them and highlight them. It’s easier.”



“

  
You
  can do that electronically as well!”



“

  
She’s
  right, Brian,” Rick said. “The world has modernized and is
  digital now.”



“

  
Oh,
  now you are an expert on modern technology, Rick?”



“

  
All
  righty then. See you again tomorrow?” Mindy asked.



“

  
Maybe,”
  Brian said. “I may get a car by then.” A comment he had made
  daily for three years.




  
Mindy
  smiled. “Okay, see you tomorrow.”




  
Brian
  pondered momentarily as he checked the time on his watch. “Yes,
  yes. I’ll see you tomorrow.”



“

  
Hello,
  Mr. Ross,” Rick said. “It’s a beautiful day. A great day for
  dancing, I’m told.”



“

  
Good
  morning,” Brian said, looking displeased. “Every day is a
  beautiful day above ground, Rick. No comment on the dancing, and
  you
  didn’t see anything!”



“

  
See
  what, Brian?” Rick asked.



“

  
Exactly,”
  Brian said.



“

  
How
  about that Bucs game? Or perhaps the Bulls game? Maybe the
  Lightning?” Rick said.



“

  
Sorry,
  but I don’t have time to talk today. I am running late as usual.
  We’ll catch up later! Go Bucs, go Bulls, go Bolts!” Brian yelled
  as he hurried through the open doors to the elevator.




  
Rick
  smiled warmly. “Have a pleasant day, Mr. Ross.”




  
Brian
  often ran late due to his early morning PTSD therapy sessions at
  the
  VA. Already frazzled by his earlier session, he attempted to
  hurry
  past his secretary, Cynthia Rodriguez. Hoping to avoid getting
  caught
  up in a conversation with her, Brian tried to sneak past. 





  
However,
  Cynthia, a sixty-eight-year-old widow of Mexican descent who was
  a
  self-described “world’s greatest secretary,” had no intention
  of letting Brian get by without talking. “Good morning, Mr.
  Ross,”
  she said warmly, noticeably checking him out from head to
  toe.




  
Having
  spent forty-two years at the public defender’s office, Cynthia
  was
  like an adoptive mother figure to most office employees,
  excluding
  Brian. Brian had a way of bringing out a different side of her.
  Cynthia’s kind greetings typically lifted Brian’s spirits,
  setting a positive tone for the day, but today, Brian seemed
  distraught and distracted.



“

  
Did
  you hear the news this morning? It’s quite concerning, isn’t it?”
  Cynthia said.




  
Brian
  shook his head no. “I haven’t caught up with it yet. Right now, I
  could use a cup of coffee and a moment at my desk before diving
  into
  the day.”



“

  
Of
  course,” she said, “but Mr. Harlem needs to see you immediately.
  It sounded really important. I suggest meeting him before
  grabbing
  your mood-altering medicine.”




  
With
  a defeated expression, Brian straightened up and took a deep
  breath
  to encourage himself to head to Mr. Harlem’s office. Brian
  dreaded
  getting meaningless cases in which the state took advantage of
  people
  for trivial crimes because they could not afford the legal fees
  to
  retain reputable counsel. Ruminating about the possibility of
  another
  such case, Brian stood there, motionless. He took another deep
  breath. “For fuck’s sake, I do not need another bullshit
  case.”



“

  
Brian
  Ross!”



“

  
Cynthia,
  I only want five minutes to clear my head. Is that too much to
  ask?”



“

  
You
  better get your ass in Mr. Harlem’s office, most tic,
  sailor!”




  
After
  a few moments, Brian slowly approached Mr. Harlem’s office with
  little enthusiasm. 





  
Cynthia
  smiled supportively. “You’ve got this, Brian!”



“

  
Thanks,”
  Brian said.




  
As
  Brian walked past her desk and down the hall, Cynthia’s head
  followed him, her eyes settling on his buttocks. “By the way,
  Brian, great choice of pants! They fit nicely.”




  
Brian
  stopped in his tracks, closed his eyes, and shook his head in
  disbelief, partially in denial that a sixty-eight-year-old woman
  was
  checking him out and partially offended that he was being
  objectified. “I appreciate the compliment, Cynthia, but I think
  there are rules for this type of behavior. We definitely should
  keep
  it professional around here. What do you think? Can you do that?”
  he asked.



“

  
What?
  Oh yes, of course. Professional. I’m a professional. I’m a
  professional at everything I do. And I do mean everything,
  Brian,”
  she said with a seductive grin and a wink. Brian’s eyes widened,
  and he tried to pretend to laugh, making the moment more awkward.
  To
  avoid worsening the situation, Brian continued down the hall
  toward
  Mr. Harlem’s office.




  
Brian
  loved being a lawyer and studying law, but he was less than
  thrilled
  about working at the public defender’s office. Still, any aspect
  of
  the law fascinated him, as he loved the intricacies it offered.
  Brian
  would often argue the nuances of the law and was amazed by how
  the
  same piece of evidence could prove or disprove an argument,
  depending
  on which side one found themself on. As a result, he often
  pondered
  whether the truth existed in law at all. For Brian, the truth
  didn’t
  matter. Instead, who was the better litigator, manipulator, and
  arguer decided the outcome of cases.




  
Brian
  reached the end of the hallway and knocked on Mr. Harlem’s door.
  




“

  
Come
  on in, Brian,” Mr. Harlem yelled.




  
Chadwick
  Harlem was a distinguished Cornell Law graduate who dedicated
  himself
  to serving as the public defender for the State of Florida’s
  Tampa
  office. Unlike most lawyers, he never aspired to be a
  fortune-seeker,
  a prominent judge, or a political figure. Like Brian, Mr. Harlem
  was
  in love with the law itself. He dedicated his life to ensuring
  that
  those financially less fortunate were given the best
  representation
  their limited means could afford. But it wasn’t always this way
  for
  him. 





  
His
  legal journey began as a renowned lawyer in New York. However,
  after
  facing challenges with a few high-profile cases, Mr. Harlem
  rebranded
  himself within the Tampa Public Defenders’ Office. He often
  touted
  his decision to pursue a career as a public defender, reflecting
  his
  deep-seated dedication to justice and fairness. With more than
  thirty
  years of legal experience, Mr. Harlem’s expertise and unwavering
  principles made him a valuable asset and a positive role model
  for
  Brian.




  
Brian
  entered Mr. Harlem’s office and sat, passively and aggressively,
  in
  one of the two chairs next to the giant glass window facing the
  city
  skyline. These two chairs were also conveniently the farthest two
  seats in the office from Mr. Harlem’s desk. 




“

  
You
  wanted to see me?” Brian said as he gazed out the window at the
  Tampa skyline.




  
Unfazed
  by Brian’s antics, Mr. Harlem said, “Who is Mr. Fredrick
  Richardson to you?”




  
Brian
  hastily searched for any recollection of the name, but to no
  avail.
  With a puzzled look, he replied, “Who?” as he stared out the
  window, refusing to make eye contact with Mr. Harlem.



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson. Fredrick Richardson? Fredrick Edgar Allan
  Richardson,”
  Mr. Harlem repeated.



“

  
I’ve
  no clue to whom you are referring. What is this about?” Brian
  asked, a bit of annoyance creeping into his voice.



“

  
No?
  Well, it appears he knows you. He requested that you represent
  him by
  name. We received the request about an hour ago from the City of
  Tampa Police Department.”




  
Intrigued,
  Brian reluctantly looked at Mr. Harlem. “Okay, that does not
  change
  the fact that I do not know him. What does he need representation
  for?”




  
Reading
  a fax, Mr. Harlem paraphrased. “He was arrested early this
  morning
  on charges of capital murder.”




  
Surprised,
  Brian jumped up and hurried over to Mr. Harlem’s desk, took the
  paper from his hand, and began to read the facsimile. “Did you
  say
  charges with an 


  

    
s
  


  
?
  As in plural charges?” Brian said with excitement.




  
With
  a less-than-thrilled demeanor, Mr. Harlem retorted, “Upwards of
  eight or nine, or so the facsimile reads.” He grabbed the
  facsimile
  back from Brian.



“

  
Eight
  or nine? Was it a mass murder?” Brian asked. “I don’t recall
  any shootings of late. Then again, I rarely watch the
  news.”



“

  
You
  would be the last person I would expect to watch the news. To
  answer
  your questions, no. It does not appear it was a mass shooting,”
  Mr.
  Harlem said.




  
Wearing
  a slight smile and thoroughly amused, Brian said, “So . . .
  is he a serial killer?”



“

  
Allegedly,”
  Mr. Harlem said firmly. “Brian, the law is unambiguous. A man is
  innocent until proven guilty.”



“

  
Right.
  Innocent until proven guilty. Then why are people found not
  guilty
  instead of found innocent? Why is that?”




  
Without
  acknowledging Brian’s sarcasm, Mr. Harlem said, “Here’s the
  rub, Brian. This man 


  

    
is
  


  

  guilty. The entire world knows it, which means the prosecution
  knows
  it, which means there is very little we can do to change the
  outcome
  of this case.”



“

  
What?
  How is that?” Brian asked, confused. “What happened to the
  innocent until proven guilty speech?”



“

  
Unfortunately,
  there is a video—one that shows Mr. Richardson’s apprehension. In
  this video, there is the body of one of his alleged victims—the
  body of a small child. The child was found in the trunk of his
  car,”
  Mr. Halem explained. “And Brian, the child, was
  decapitated.”




  
Brian
  slammed his left hand on the desk, startling Mr. Harlem. “What?
  How
  did that happen? This isn’t justice. Society will be prejudiced
  against our client before the case even begins. People will call
  for
  him to be strung up on the streetlights.”




  
Quickly
  asserting his position in the hierarchy, Mr. Harlem yelled back
  at
  Brian, “You will keep your composure in my office, Counselor! Do
  you understand me?”




  
Slightly
  alarmed, Brian stepped back, took a deep breath, and nodded in
  agreement. 




“

  
They
  already are, Brian. If you’d watch the news occasionally, you’d
  know this.” Mr. Harlem continued, “Apparently, the arrest was
  live-streamed by a bystander, and the video has since gone viral.
  By
  now, everyone has seen it. And I do mean everyone. Any potential
  juror has probably already seen it, making it difficult to change
  the
  minds of those who have. A not guilty verdict will be
  tough.”



“

  
Not
  everyone has seen it,” Brian teased.




  
Disappointed
  and aggravated, Mr. Harlem countered, “That’s not surprising.
  You’re not a part of this world, are you, Brian? You’re too busy
  navigating your past lives. I try my best to support you, and
  while I
  do have sympathy for you, you need to wake up and catch up to the
  real world because the real world just came knocking on your
  door,
  and it’s about to kick your ass. Brian, I am presenting you with
  a
  once-in-a-lifetime case that will shape the rest of your career.
  You
  cannot afford to fuck this up. Are you ready for this? It’s now
  or
  never!”



“

  
Yes?”
  Brian joked.



“

  
Are
  you prepared to take on this case? Are you 100 percent certain
  you
  can go all in?”



“

  
I’ve
  never been more ready for anything, sir.”



“

  
Good,”
  Mr. Harlem said. “Please take the lead on this. You can have Jake
  Janick as your junior partner. Although he just graduated from
  law
  school, he excels as a researcher and litigator. Use him, Brian.
  Use
  him wisely. This case has already garnered significant attention
  from
  the media and government. I am not expecting any miracles here,
  Brian. Just make sure our client’s rights are protected. At this
  point, that’s pretty much all anyone should expect out of this
  case.”



“

  
Easy
  enough. And, sir, thank you,” Brian said with genuine desire and
  fire. As he walked out of the office, he turned back. “I find it
  interesting.”



“

  
What
  do you find interesting, Brian?” Mr. Harlem asked.



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson’s initials. They spell F.E.A.R.—


  

    
fear
  


  
—which
  is appropriate for a serial killer. Do you think that’s a
  coincidence?”



“

  
Get
  to work, Mr. Ross!”




  
Brian
  walked out of Mr. Harlem’s office, where Cynthia awaited.



“

  
I
  haven’t seen you this excited and happy since I patted you on the
  ass at the office Christmas party,” Cythnia said
  playfully.



“

  
Don’t
  think I have forgotten that!” Brian said.



“

  
How
  could you?” Cynthia said mischievously.



“

  
You
  do realize I am married, right, Cynthia?”




  
Cynthia
  looked Brian over from head to toe. “From what I see, there is
  enough of you to share.”




  
Overly
  excited about the case, Brian exclaimed, “Cynthia, I am so
  thrilled
  I could kiss you!”



“

  
What’s
  holding you back?” she asked.



“

  
My
  Ethics? Morals? Professionalism? My wife!” Brian said with a bit
  of
  fear.



“

  
All
  overrated. Just let yourself be free. Go with your
  instincts.”



“

  
My
  instincts are to start this case,” Brian said. “I need to see
  Jake, Ivan, and Kendall in my office in thirty minutes.”



“

  
Jake
  is already pacing outside your office. I will inform Ivan and
  Kendall
  to meet you in your office in thirty minutes.”



“

  
Thank
  you, Cynthia, you’re the best,” Brian said.



“

  
Oh,
  I know. I’ve only been telling you that for the past five years.
  It’s good to see you’re making progress,” Cynthia said
  sarcastically.



“

  
Bye,
  Cynthia!” Brian said as he hurried down the hall to his
  office.



“

  
So,
  do I get that kiss now?” Cynthia yelled.



“

  
Not
  today. Maybe tomorrow.”



“

  
Well,
  I’ll take it,” Cynthia said to herself. “Better tomorrow than
  never.”




  
Jake
  eagerly waited outside Brian’s office, unable to contain his
  excitement when Brian emerged. “I’m thrilled for you, Brian! I
  can’t believe you have such an amazing case. You’re so lucky. I
  must admit, I’m a little jealous,” Jake exclaimed. “It’s like
  you won the lawyer’s lottery.”




  
Jake,
  Brian’s vibrant and curious junior counselor, had recently
  graduated from law school and completed his undergraduate
  studies.
  Even though he was ten years younger than Brian and only
  twenty-four,
  with no legal experience, Jake’s enthusiasm was truly infectious.
  Although they weren’t exactly close friends, both Brian and Jake
  were proud Harvard Law School graduates, laying the foundation
  for
  mutual respect. Jake admired Brian, and Brian appreciated Jake’s
  zest for learning and his eagerness to help. While Brian
  sometimes
  found Jake’s numerous questions a bit overwhelming, he couldn’t
  help but value Jake’s passion for learning and contributing. This
  bond led Brian to treat Jake like the little brother he never
  had.




  
Jake
  immediately delved into a series of questions about the
  high-profile
  case. Still, Brian tactfully redirected the conversation,
  explaining,
  “I haven’t had a chance to review the case files, so I can’t
  provide any details yet. Meet me in twenty minutes. We can go
  over
  the case then.”



“

  
Sure
  thing, Boss. If you need help before then, I’ll be pacing in the
  hallway,” Jake said.




  
After
  reviewing the case file, Brian looked at the time and promptly
  called
  Cynthia. “Cynthia, could you send in Ivan and Kendall? Also,
  please
  hold all my calls. I don’t want to be bothered by anyone. We will
  need some uninterrupted time. Thank you so much.”



“

  
Of
  course, Brian. It’s been taken care of,” Cynthia replied warmly.
  “They will arrive at your door any second.”




  
Ivan
  Smirnov, a first-generation immigrant from Russia, brought his
  deep
  understanding of law to the public defender’s office as a junior
  associate. He was a practicing lawyer in Russia but took his
  passion
  for law to the United States, hoping to pursue greater
  opportunities.
  Ivan’s ability to navigate the intricacies of law enabled him to
  craft legal arguments skillfully; however, he struggled to
  articulate
  them in English. Undeterred, he dedicated himself to mastering
  the
  nuances of English by watching American television.




  
Kendall
  Johnson was an accomplished paralegal with fourteen years of
  impressive experience. She was happily married with four
  wonderful
  children and had another bundle of joy on the way. Kendall was a
  dedicated Catholic and a no-nonsense professional known for her
  strong work ethic and competitive spirit. Despite her serious
  approach to work, she believed in bringing a touch of mischief to
  keep the office atmosphere light and enjoyable. Her exceptional
  research skills made her perfect for a top-tier law firm, but her
  true priorities lay with her family. In light of that, Kendall
  preferred to maintain a healthy work-life balance and avoid long
  office hours. As a result, she found herself working at the
  public
  defender’s office.




  
Brian
  greeted everyone. “Okay, good. We are all here. Good morning,
  everyone. We have a new case that takes priority over all other
  work.
  You will begin working on this case immediately. All questions,
  concerns, ideas, suggestions, and recommendations, no matter what
  they are, big or small, come to me,” Brian said firmly. “Ivan,
  Kendall, this is Jake Janick. He will work on the case with us as
  the
  junior counselor. If I am not here, everything goes through him.
  We
  will likely work long hours daily and possibly over weekends.
  When
  you leave today, organize your life outside of work, because
  tomorrow, you will spend the next several weeks, if not months,
  in
  the office. Yes, this means you, too, Kendall. And before you
  argue
  with me, read the case. If you still have issues, let me know
  then.”



“

  
The
  boss give you big case today, no?” Ivan said. “We make good work.
  Make you look good. For us, no pressure.”




  
Kendall
  agreed. “Yeah, what he said. At least, I think. Was that English,
  Ivan?”



“

  
No
  English. I learn speak American,” Ivan replied.



“

  
Ah,
  that explains it,” Kendall said.



“

  
Before
  we dive in, I want to express my sincere gratitude to all of you
  for
  the hard work and dedication you will provide for this case,”
  Brian
  said. “I want to thank you in advance, as I may forget later,”
  Brian said with genuine appreciation. “Now, let’s get down to
  business. Have any of you had a chance to watch the
  video?”



“

  
Video?”
  Kendall asked.



“

  
Yes,
  a compelling video capturing our client’s arrest is circulating
  on
  social media,” Jake said enthusiastically.



“

  
As
  a mother of four, currently five months pregnant, and a husband
  who
  needs more than a little guidance, my video watching is limited
  to
  Paw Patrol and Bluey,” Kendall said with a chuckle.



“

  
I
  have not time for FaceTime video,” Ivan added.



“

  
Uh,
  it’s Facebook videos, Ivan,” Kendall clarified with a friendly
  tone. “Not FaceTime. It is either a Facebook or a TikTok video.
  Maybe even a YouTube video. But definitely not a FaceTime
  video.”




  
Curious,
  Ivan asked, “Kendall, how you know I don’t make FaceTime
  videos?”



“

  
Eww,
  gross. I don’t want to know what you’re doing when you’re
  alone,” Kendall said with a bit of disgust.



“

  
All
  right, let’s stay focused,” Brian interrupted, pulling out his
  cell phone. I’m texting both of you a link to the video. Please
  take a moment to watch it.”




  
As
  Ivan and Kendall watched the video, Cynthia buzzed in on the
  intercom. “Good news, sir! You have a phone call.” 





  
Brian
  sighed, feeling a bit stressed.



“

  
I
  didn’t want to be interrupted by anyone, Cynthia.”



“

  
It’s
  not anyone, honey,” Cynthia said. “It’s your wife.” 





  
Before
  Brian could respond, Cynthia connected Brian’s wife, Carolyn,
  directly to his line. Brian had no choice but to answer the call.
  “Public defender’s office, Brian Ross speaking.”



“

  
Hello,
  my love,” Carolyn said.



“

  
Hey,
  sweetheart. How are you feeling? Is everything going well with
  the
  baby?” Brian asked with genuine concern.



“

  
I’m
  feeling great, and the baby is doing wonderfully. Everything is
  just
  fine,” Carolyn assured him.



“

  
Phew,
  you had me a bit worried there. What’s on your mind, love?” Brian
  asked, relieved.



“

  
My
  sister Katie shared a troubling video with me. It’s truly
  heart-wrenching to see what happened to that child, and it’s been
  on my mind all morning. I need some reassurance that you’re not
  in
  any way associated with representing or defending the man who did
  this.”




  
Brian
  puts his hands over his face in dismay. “Honey, baby, I love you,
  but you know I can’t discuss any cases.”



“

  
I’m
  unsettled about this one, Brian. I’m not quite sure what it is,
  but
  something about him seems alarming. I have a strong sense that
  there’s a dark cloud hanging over this entire situation, and it’s
  making me anxious. Please tell me if you’re involved in this case
  in any way?”



“

  
Honey,
  please . . . You know I can’t . . .”



“

  
Oh
  my God!” she said, bewildered. “You’re defending him. How on
  earth can you defend such a monster? Did you see what he did to
  that
  child?”




  
Kendall
  looked at Ivan. “She’s good.” Ivan nodded in agreement.



“

  
Carolyn,
  can we talk about this when I get home? Seriously, love, I need
  to
  go. I am swamped and don’t have time to discuss this with
  you.”



“

  
Yeah,
  he’s too busy bossing us around!” Kendall quipped with a playful
  smirk.



“

  
Hey,
  is that Kendall?” Carolyn asked. “Is Ivan there too?”



“

  
Yes,
  they are both standing right here,” Brian said.



“

  
Hi,
  Kendall! 


  

    
Privet
  


  
,
  Ivan!” Carolyn shouted with delight. Brian echoed Carolyn’s
  greeting to both Ivan and Kendall.



“

  
Hey,
  how’s the baby doing?” Kendall asked. “Are you feeling excited?
  I can hardly wait to meet her.”



“

  
She
  is well. She will be here soon. How is your baby coming along? We
  need to catch up, “ Carolyn said. Again, Brian shared Carolyn’s
  response with the room.




  
Kendall
  began to respond when Brian interrupted. “No, no, no. If you want
  to talk to her, call her yourself. We are not doing this at the
  moment. We have work to do. Carolyn, I adore you, but unless it’s
  urgent, I must head out. I’m looking forward to seeing you later!
  Sending lots of love and kisses. Bye!” Brian said as he
  disconnected the call.




  
Brian
  looked up and noticed Kendall dialing her cell phone with
  determination. “Who are you calling?” Brian asked.



“

  
I’m
  calling Carolyn,” Kendall said.



“

  
No,
  you can’t call her right now. We need to focus on this case,”
  Brian insisted.



“

  
You
  literally just said to call her.”



“

  
I
  meant to call her on your own time! Not in the middle of this
  meeting,” Brian said.



“

  
Fine,
  then I’ll just text her. You didn’t say anything about
  texting!”




  
Agitated,
  Brian walked out of the office to get coffee. “I’ll be back in a
  minute. Please hold tight and refrain from taking any action
  until I
  return.”



“

  
You
  make on purpose this,” Ivan said to Kendall.




  
Kendall
  flashed a mischievous smile at Ivan, walked over to Brian’s desk,
  picked up the case file, and read it.



“

  
Kendall,
  you need not make him upset. He mostly upset already,” Ivan
  suggested with genuine concern.



“

  
He
  thrives when he’s under pressure, Ivan. He needs to be under
  pressure on this. We need to keep the pressure on him at all
  times.”




  
Brian
  returned with a steaming cup of coffee. “All right, team, let’s
  get down to business. Is everyone caught up?” Both Ivan and
  Kendall
  acknowledged, yes. “Good. What are your thoughts on the
  video?”



“

  
It’s
  reminiscent of Andrei Chikatilo,” Ivan said remorsefully.”



“

  
The
  Butcher of Rostov. I vividly recall studying his case in law
  school,”
  Brian reminisced with a thoughtful smile. “Now that we understand
  the challenges and have insight into our client, let’s dive into
  our work. Kendall, could you search for past cases involving
  serial
  killers? Specifically, child killers? I want to know what
  arguments
  were made in their defense, whether they were found guilty or
  innocent, and the defense’s strategy.”



“

  
Ivan,
  let’s brainstorm a strong defensive strategy of our own and
  explore
  the laws we can leverage,” Brian suggested. “Since I haven’t
  spoken with our client yet, I do not know what plea he intends to
  make. Jake, I need you to contact the district attorney’s office
  and get everything they have on Mr. Richardson.”



“

  
Serial
  killers’ files? Absolutely! Oh, wait, look at that. “It’s
  done,” Kendall said as she offered her empty hand.



“

  
You
  haven’t even looked,” Brian said, perturbed.



“

  
Oh,
  I’ve looked,” Kendall said. “What do you think I do all day
  when we are slow? I go through all our old case files. This is
  all
  the case files we have on serial killers.” She held out her empty
  hand again.



“

  
Your
  hand is empty.”



“

  
Great,
  you understand. Guess my work is done here.”



“

  
The
  public defender’s office has never defended a serial killer?”
  Brian asked.




  
The
  question took Kendall by surprise. “I would be surprised if any
  public defender’s office has ever defended a serial killer. We
  are
  not high-profile lawyers who swoop in and defend the accused pro
  bono
  in exchange for millions of dollars in free advertisement via the
  press.”



“

  
Then
  we’ll have to research a different library,” Jake said. “We’d
  better start thinking outside the box.”



“

  
I
  don’t need to,” Kendall said. “I’m genuinely intrigued by
  serial killers, and I researched the case files of all six law
  firms
  in the Bay Area.”



“

  
Why
  you complete research before case given us?” Ivan asked.



“

  
It’s
  called a hobby, Ivan,” Kendall said. “I did all this research on
  my own, on my own time. I’m a bored housewife. Serial killers and
  ice cream are my go-to for relaxation before bed.”



“

  
I
  not understand American woman. Remind me make not American wife,”
  Ivan mumbled.



“

  
Well,
  that’s a bit inconvenient,” Brian said. “Please research
  however you see fit. I trust your abilities and judgment. If you
  need
  additional resources, let me know. Kendall, your findings will be
  invaluable in representing our client effectively, so please be
  thorough. Contact the relevant parties and obtain the necessary
  information. Thank you.”




  
Brian
  packed his briefcase and the case file and announced, “I’m off to
  the house to have lunch with Carolyn and prepare for tomorrow’s
  jailhouse visit with our new client. Please, everyone, get some
  rest
  and attend to your affairs. Once we start tomorrow, it will be
  nonstop until the trial ends.”




  
Upon
  exiting his office, Brian was confronted by Cynthia once again.
  “Looks like you hit the jackpot with that big case!” Brian met
  her gaze but chose not to respond, continuing to walk. “This
  should
  be a straightforward win for the prosecution, so don’t stress too
  much about it, honey.”




  
Brian
  stopped walking. “You do realize we have to defend our clients,
  right?”



“

  
Defend
  him? Not in this case,” Cynthia said. “All you need to do is
  ensure his legal rights are protected. Anything more than that
  would
  be a waste of time and energy because that man is as guilty as
  sin.
  What he did is the most terrible crime imaginable, and he
  deserves
  whatever consequences come his way.”



“

  
You
  sound like Mr. Harlem. He said pretty much the same
  thing.”



“

  
I
  know,” Cynthia said with a smile.



“

  
We
  still need to look at the evidence,” Brian said. “We don’t know
  whether Mr. Richardson is guilty. Even if he is guilty, he
  deserves a
  fair trial, as we all do.”




  
Cynthia
  rose from her chair, exuding genuine care and concern, and walked
  over to Brian. “Honey, your dedication is admirable, and I deeply
  care about your well-being. But it would be best if you didn’t
  put
  too much of yourself into a case you cannot win. Especially one
  with
  such a high media profile. All I’m saying is, I don’t want to see
  you get embarrassed or hurt trying to win a winless case.”



“

  
You
  act as if we’ve already lost,” Brian said. “We haven’t even
  begun the case yet.”



“

  
Haven’t
  you already? Everyone knows this man is guilty. What else is
  there?”



“

  
There
  is the law, there is procedure, there is the trial. There is the
  law.
  Cynthia, anything is possible.”



“

  
Aw,
  honey. Bless you! Please, please, please be careful,” Cynthia
  begged.



“

  
Good
  day, Cynthia,” Brian said.




“

  
Good
  day, darling.”
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