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  All characters referenced in this work are fictitious.  Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 




  
CHAPTER 1 




  Dixie, his Chocolate Labrador Retriever, was waiting for Travis as he came through the garage door and into the house. “There’s my good girl,” he said as he scratched her favorite spot just behind her ear, causing her tail beat a staccato rhythm against the hallway wall. After the appropriate amount of scratching, Travis continued down the hallway. Dixie followed him to the kitchen. The kitchen was dark, and as usual, there was nothing cooking. Damn! he thought, looks like another microwave dinner night. Maybe I’ll call for a pizza instead. He flipped the light switch on, and then dropped his car keys and cell phone into a wooden bowl on the kitchen counter. Next he made a beeline for the bottle of scotch at the other end of the counter. It had been many months since his wife had met him in the kitchen with a scotch on the rocks. After he had his drink prepared he called out, “Hello!” 




  “In here!” came the reply from the family room. 




  Travis found his wife, Julie, sitting in a large leather chair reading her Kindle. 




  “How was your day?” he asked. 




  “Fine,” she answered without looking up from the e-reader.  




  Travis waited a few seconds, but no more conversation followed. He took a big swallow of scotch then said, “Aren’t you going to ask me about my day?” 




  “I know how your day went. I heard it on the radio on the way home tonight. You won an acquittal for those child molesters.” 




  Travis looked up at the ceiling as he spat, “Oh, here we go again. I don’t want to argue about this anymore; you need to just let it go.” 




  I don’t want to argue either…we need to talk,” she said as she laid the e-reader on the end table, and then stood and said, “I want a divorce.” 




  Travis eyes narrowed as he glared at her for a moment and then slowly shook his head. “Oh, you want a divorce. Shit, I’m the one that wants a divorce. I’m the only one doing any compromising in this relationship. Remember, a little over a year ago I stopped taking murder cases because of you.” 




  Julie balled her hands into fists at her side and then blurted, “How could I forget that! You remind me regularly. And now you defend child molesters, which is just as vile as defending murderers. Thanks to your expert use of legal smoke and mirrors, those priests are free to continue to molesting children, and spare me the justice for all crap. I’m done, I want out.”  




  Travis drained his glass, and the stared at her for a long moment before saying, “Fine by me, but I get Dixie.” 




   




  The pair discussed some of the details of the split, matter-of-factly, for the next few minutes; things like the disposition of the house and the splitting of their checking and savings accounts, and their investment portfolio. It was obvious to Travis that she’d previously put some thought into the split, much like he had done many time during the past few months. After they had the basic framework agreed upon, Julie turned and left the room. A moment later he heard the bedroom door close. Travis headed for the den. Dixie came into the den as he poured himself another large tumbler of scotch – straight-up this time. After he sat down Dixie nuzzled his hand. He looked down at her and smiling said, “Well girl, it looks like I’m back in business.” 




  Dixie sat down and put her paw on his thigh. “I bet you need to go outside.” 




  Her ears perked up and she titled her head. “Okay girl.” Travis set down his tumbler and then took a cigar from the humidor on his desk. He notched the tip with his cutter then struck a wooden match. After a few seconds the end was glowing cherry-red. He and Dixie made their way through the house back towards the garage door where Dixie’s leash hung from a peg on the wall. Julie was nowhere to be seen. Normally he would stay in his den with the door closed and turn on his smokeless ashtray when he smoked as a courtesy to Julie, but after today that was no longer a concern. As he walked, he made an extra effort to leave a large plume of smoke behind him. He put the leash on Dixie and they walked out through the garage and into the back yard, which was just a small section of the twenty acres that surrounded the old, thirty-five-hundred-square-foot antebellum plantation house he’d bought a couple of years ago. Part of his twenty acres included a six-acre pond that was stocked with stout Largemouth Bass and huge Brim. Most of the time he practiced catch and release, but every now and again he would harvest a few fish in an effort to control their numbers. 




   The pair walked for a few minutes in the illuminated areas of the yard, stopping from time to time as Dixie smelled an interesting odor here and there. She did her business and scuffed her paws as usual and then went statue-still. She was looking into the darkness towards the detached building that served as Travis’s workshop. A low menacing growl began emanated from her. “What is it girl? Do you see a deer or a raccoon? I bet you’d love to chase whatever it is…wouldn’t you? Sorry girl, not tonight.” He half-dragged her back towards the house. Dixie kept trying to look back. She definitely didn’t like whatever creature was lurking by the workshop. 




   




  The next morning Travis decided not to go into the office, he wasn’t in the mood to talk about his personal life with everyone at the firm. It was seventy-two degrees and sunny with just a slight breeze, perfect for fishing on the pond. He needed time to contemplate his future without Julie, and there was no better way to accomplish that than by spending a few hours rowing around his pond and casting a Texas-rigged rubber worm at the places where largemouth bass liked to hide as they waited to ambush an unsuspecting meal. The exercise would also help to relieve some of the stress he felt building within. 




  

  
Chapter 2 – The Test 




  The trial ended yesterday and there was no justice rendered, it’s time to begin my preparations. The first two tests failed, the mixture wasn’t right, it was too thick and clogged the spray nozzle. For the first test I tried a mixture of Styrofoam and gasoline which failed miserably. I went online and Googled napalm and found a few other recipes to try. I chose a recipe that combined powdered sugar and charcoal grill lighter. The second test using the new mixture was much better, but still wasn’t right.  For this third test I’m going to use one ounce less powdered sugar and a two more ounces of lighter fluid. The formula is now going to be one part powdered sugar to four parts lighter fluid. I stir the mixture for a minute and it’s looking very good now, about the consistency of thin gravy. It takes another minute of mixing before the last lump disappears. 




  As for the device that will be dispersing my mixture; it took days of internet research to come up with a suitable design - the internet is such a wonderful thing. Loading the mixture into the device requires a small funnel place in the opening of stainless steel holding canister. My custom designed canister replaces the paintball magazine. I carefully pour the mixture into the canister. Once it’s full, I turn the modified paint ball pistol upside down and screw it onto the canister. Next, I connect the compressed nitrogen tank to the pistol. The entire assembly is placed into brackets inside the custom made wooden box. The box is sixteen inches square and six inches deep, about the size of a briefcase. Yesterday I painted it the same color as his car’s interior. The trigger mechanism is comprised of a ten inch length of stiff wire; one end of the wire is attached to the trigger, the other end to a lever that is controlled by a small electric servomechanism originally used to control the steering of a toy radio controlled car. A cell phone acts as a switch between the battery, also appropriated from the toy car, the servomechanism and the igniter. The final preparation involves screwing a twelve inch length of stiff braided stainless steel hose onto the end of the pistol’s barrel. The igniter, which was appropriated from my gas grill, is attached to the other end of the hose, installed just before the spray nozzle. I’ll have light the grill manually until my order for a few replacement igniters arrives, but it is a small price to pay. I use electrical tape to secure the thin igniter wire to the hose. It’s important to be neat. I check all of the various connections one more time…it’s ready. 




  I carry my device from my workshop to the testing area a few hundred feet further back in the yard. The testing area is a twenty foot bare patch of ground that serves as a burn area for tree trimmings, brush, and large cardboard boxes. I love living in the country, I can do my ‘pleasure burning’ without any interference or complaints from nosey neighbors. Today’s target will be a three feet tall by two feet wide corrugated card board shipping box. It’s important to mimic the actual application of the device, so I use cement cinder blocks and bricks to prop up the device so that it now sits with the spray nozzle pointing up to the sky. I bend the hose in a ninety degree arc so that the spray nozzle at the end of the hose is now pointed squarely at the cardboard box. I step back and admire my work. Even though this is my third test, my pulse races in anticipation. I scan the area making sure no one is around. It wouldn’t be good thing to have a package delivery man arrive just as the device is triggered. The only sound I hear is made by a squirrel jumping from one tree branch to another at the far edge of the burn area. I punch the number of the cell phone in the device into my cell. I pause a moment, hold my breath, and then press the Send button. I hear a soft click from the igniter, less than second later a twelve inch wide jet of flaming homemade napalm spews from the nozzle. The cardboard box is immediately covered in an even layer of the flaming sticky mixture. The heat from the inferno forces me to take a few steps back. I double pump my fist in the air followed by “Oh yeah! That’s what I’m looking for!” It’s ready; all I have to do is reload. 




  

  
Chapter 3 




  Wednesday morning Travis, as usual, was the first person in the in the offices of Knight & Craft and Associates, located on fifteenth floor of a twenty-five story glass and steel office building in downtown Atlanta. Travis and Ray Craft had formed their partnership two years earlier.  Before starting their firm, they had both worked for the same large Atlanta law firm and had become friends as they worked together on various cases. Over drinks one night, after a big win in court, they’d decided to stop filling the bank account of someone else’s firm, and start filling their own bank accounts instead. Six months later they resigned and hung out a shingle: Knight & Craft, and Associates, Attorneys at Law. In two years time, they had doubled in size and now leased one half of the fifteenth floor. Knight & Craft also employed four associate attorneys who each had a paralegal; they shared a secretary. Other staff members included an office manager, a researcher, a bookkeeper, and of course, a receptionist. The firm consisted of sixteen offices, a lunchroom and a conference room.  Expensive Brazilian cherry wood paneled the walls throughout. Almost all of the office furniture was made from Brazilian cherry as well; the only exceptions were Travis’s and Ray’s personal offices. A heavy pile, blood-red carpet with a dark blue border covered the floors. Modern metal and glass sculptures and a variety of tropical plants were placed strategically throughout the offices. Travis insisted that one wall of the lobby be converted into a working waterfall that cascaded down a vertical plate of thick etched glass and into a small rock-filled basin. Travis put up fifty-one percent of the firm’s startup capital, making him the majority partner, so of course the fountain was installed. Decorating the entire office cost almost a half-million dollars, but both men firmly believed in the premise; if you want to be successful, you have to look successful. 




  Travis’ office contained custom made furniture crafted from the exotic Curly Anigre wood from Africa. The imported wood resembled a tiger’s coat that consisted of thousands of small alternating bands of light gold and dark gold. Original oil paintings depicting various outdoor and wildlife scenes, dealing with everything from deer hunting to fishing, hung from the walls.  He had an expensive hand-carved wooden duck sculpture located on his desk next to his large cigar humidor.   




   




  Travis made a pot of coffee, poured himself a cup, and then returned to his office and listened to his voice mail. The first message was from Gayle Foster, his secretary; she wasn’t feeling well and would try to come into work after lunchtime. After listening to the remainder of his messages he turned to his computer and began checking the financial news online. A half hour later, Ray Craft, poked his head into Travis’ office. Travis looked up from his computer screen and saw Ray in his office door way. 




   “Hey Travis, you got a minute?” Ray asked. 




  I bet he’s heard the big news, he thought, “Sure, come on in.” 




  “I just wanted to give my condolences.” 




  “I figured you’d heard.” 




  “Your wife called my wife yesterday. I expect there are not many people that haven’t heard by now. You know what I always say - there’s three ways information is spread around the world – telephone, telegraph, and tell my wife,” he said chuckling. 




  “What did Tina say after she heard the news?” 




  “She wasn’t surprised. Of course we knew you guys were having trouble.” 




  “I guess it’s hard to hide something like that from your friends.” 




  “There is a silver lining to this cloud…” Ray said then smiled broadly. 




  “Yes there certainly is,” Travis smiled too, “I can take-on murder cases again. I’ve really missed the adrenaline rush.” 




  “Tina told me that Julie is moving into her mother’s house today.” 




  “You know Julie, when she makes up her mind things happen quickly. She’s going to stay at her mother’s house until she finds a place downtown. She never really liked living in the country, so she’ll be happy living in town. I’m going to ask Mark to handle my divorce.” 




  “Mark’s good, and best of all, you’ll get our employee discount.” 




  This comment started both men laughing. 




   




  At four that afternoon, Gayle appeared in his doorway. She was huge and due to have her baby any day. “How are feeling?” Travis asked. 




  “My back’s feeling a little better,” she rubbed her ample belly, “I swear he was tap dancing on my kidneys this morning,” she chuckled. 




  “You should have stayed home.” Travis went to her side and took her arm. 




  “I have to get that letter for the Blair case in the mail before five today.”  




  “Someone else could have done that,” Travis scolded. 




  “I’m fine…really.” 




  With Travis’s help she made it to a chair. 




  “I’m so sorry to hear about you and Julie,” she said. 




  “Thanks.” 




  “I hope you don’t mind me being nosey; was it job related?” 




  “Yes.” 




  “I knew it was going to be a problem eventually.” 




  Travis gave a slight nod, “So did I.” 




  “Are you two all right?” 




  Travis gave a sad smile, “It’s not to be like The War of the Roses if that’s what you mean. We’re okay, she’s going to file on the grounds that our marriage is ‘irretrievably broken’.” 




  “No-fault, well that’s good.” 




  Travis nodded, “Yes, if everything goes smoothly, with Mark’s help, I should be divorced in about a month. I’d appreciate it if you’d keep these details to yourself.” 




  She nodded, “The others won’t hear it from me,” and then twisted the invisible key to her mouth and threw away the key, “but I can’t make the same guarantee about Tina,” she added chuckling. She started to rise from the chair and was clearly struggling. Travis moved quickly from his desk to assist her. “I bet you’re more than ready have that baby,” he said smiling. 




  “Oh, I’m soooo totally ready!” She said, and started waddling towards the office door. Suddenly she stopped. “Uh oh,” 




  “What?” 




  “My water just broke.” 




  Travis bolted to her side and took her arm, “What do we do now!?” 




  “Help me to the bathroom, please.” 




  They made their way over to Travis’s bathroom. Through the door he asked, “Do you want me to get one of the other ladies?” 




  “No, I’m okay. I’m going to call my husband.” 




  Travis heard enough of her conversation to know that there was a bad accident on the two-eighty-five beltway and her husband was stuck at a dead stop in traffic. A few minutes later she emerged from the bathroom. “Would you mind giving me a ride to the hospital?” 




  Travis’s eyes went wide. “Don’t you think I should call an ambulance?” 




  “Do you know how much they charge for an ambulance?” 




  “Don’t worry about that, I’ll pay for it.” 




  “Never mind, I’ll ask Betsy if she’ll give me a ride.” 




  Travis pursed his lips then said, “I’ll give you a ride if you really think you’ll be okay.” 




  “I’ll be okay. I promise I won’t have my baby in your precious Beemer,” she patted his arm, “I’ve been through this once before you know.” 




  “Well I haven’t,” he muttered. 




  “It’s going to be hours before things get really interesting,” she assured him. 




  Travis went to his gym bag and removed a fresh towel. “Okay, I’m ready.” He helped her down the hallway and through the lobby. Gayle had a really big contraction as they waited for the elevators. Once the pain passed she loosened her grip on Travis’s arm. “You almost broke my arm. Are you sure about this?” Travis asked skeptically. 




  “I’m sure,” the doors opened, “let’s go,” she commanded. 




   




  Travis covered the leather passenger seat of his new BMW 760Li sedan with a plastic garbage bag he taken from his trunk, and then placed the towel on top of the bag covered seat before he helped Gayle into the car. The heavy rush-hour traffic rendered the BMW’s massive V12 engine almost useless.  It took him thirty minutes to drive her to Piedmont Hospital which was twice the time it took in normal traffic. Travis stayed with Gayle until her husband arrived almost three hours later. 




  

  
Chapter 4 - Vengeance Is Mine 




  It’s now twenty minutes after seven and it’s completely dark – I need the cover of darkness. I’m standing outside the pool of light at the edge of the parking lot.  I’m dressed in a black hooded fleece jacket and black baseball cap under the hood, just in case I end up on the dreaded surveillance tapes.  




  Ten minutes pass before Father John Lasham exits Piedmont Hospital and walks to his car. He opens the car door, I hold my breath. My device is placed behind the passenger seat, and is in the shadow cast by seat. If he is going to see it or notice the nozzle, it will be now as he opens the door and the dome light comes on. The nozzle just barely clears the console between the seats is aimed upwards at chest level. He slides behind the wheel and closes the door. No reaction…perfect. I unclench my jaw and start breathing again. 




  The cell phone in my hands is slick with sweat. I wipe each hand on my jacket then dry the cell phone for the tenth time. The tail lights on his car light-up. I press the Send button on my cell. A second later the inside of the priest’s car becomes an inferno. He has become part of the inferno, and I can see his arms flailing as he pounds on the driver side window and I can hear his banshee like screams. I’d never heard anything like it and it gives me goose bumps. 




  It’s hard to see through the smoke and flames, but it looks like he’s trying to kick the windshield out. He gives up after a few tries and returns his attention to his door. Even if he wasn’t blinded by the flames and could see the unlock switch on his door, he wouldn’t be able get out because I am overriding the automatic locks with my remote keyless controller, well I really shouldn’t say my controller, it originally belonged to the priest. I took it from his jacket that hung in the small changing room behind the altar area while he was saying mass last Sunday. I’m quite sure he now wishes he’d gone to the car dealer and has his locks reprogrammed once he noticed his controller was missing, but he procrastinated and continued to use just the one remaining controller, and now he’s trapped like the rat he is. 




  Thirty more seconds pass before he stops screaming. There is no movement in the car - it worked perfectly! I feel dizzy - I gasp for air, I was holding my breath again. I have to admit I wasn’t one hundred percent sure it would work because of the many factors involved in achieving total success. There were other execution options that are much more reliable, but I wanted something extra special. The flamethrower idea came to me as watched a television show about how accused heretics were burned at the stake by the Spanish Inquisition in the seventeenth century. The Inquisitors believed that burning cleansed the soul…if anyone needed good cleansing it was this priest. An added bonus to execution by fire was that it was a delightfully slow and painful death, giving him up to two minutes for reflection while he frantically struggles for the oxygen that is rapidly burning-off in the toxic smoke and flame filled interior of his car. 




  The device creation was the easy part of my plan, the real challenge was in the execution of the plan, that’s where I was able to apply my real creative genius. I spent many hours setting up the perfect conditions for this execution – confinement of the target is crucial. Just like any plan, no matter how well it’s thought-out, there are always things that can’t be controlled. Some people call it dumb luck – some examples include a Good Samaritan coming along and helping him escape the car allowing him to breath, a fire truck passing by, or the loss of a cell phone signal. These uncontrollable possibilities required that I have a plan “B.” Plan “B” was in my shoulder holster. I really hope I never have to employ plan “B” because it is way too humane. 




  I glance at my watch; just under two minutes from start to finish – excellent! Time to go before the crowd arrives. 




  

  
CHAPTER 5 




  The firemen knew immediately that fire was deliberately set due to the smell of an accelerant and the remaining nonflammable parts of the device on the floor in the back seat of the vehicle. Twenty minutes after a fireman notified the Atlanta Homicide Unit; two detectives exited their unmarked, dark blue Ford Crown Victoria.  Both men had short military-style haircuts, the taller of the two had blond hair, the other one brown. Their suit jackets seemed to strain against muscular shoulders. The taller detective, Tom--Brick—Brikler, was originally from Boston. He was a seven-year veteran of the Atlanta Homicide Unit with a good arrest record. He had been involved in five justified but fatal shootings. His partner, Detective Lewis Gordon, hailed from South Carolina, was also a seven-year veteran. He had three fatal shootings to his credit, all justified as well. Many police officers went their entire careers without firing a weapon, yet between these two hard-chargers, eight perps had been dispatched to that great penitentiary in the sky. 




  The two tough detectives weren’t shy about drawing their weapons or manhandling a perpetrator. Both men had received numerous warnings about excessive use of force during arrests and had been unofficially reprimanded. Their prior military service definitely contributed to their aggressive behavior.  Both men had served together with distinction in Desert Storm with the Navy SEALs. 




  Brikler earned the nickname, ‘Brick’, early in his enlistment. At six-foot-four and two-hundred and twenty-five pounds, he fought in the heavyweight division of the Navy Boxing Team. At the end of Brikler’s first bout, and after his opponent regained consciousness, the first thing the prone opponent said was, “Damn, I feel like I got hit with a brick!” Twenty-six other subsequent opponents felt the exact same way, so from that first bout-on, Brick it was. He remained undefeated his entire enlistment. Not only was the nickname descriptive of his devastating right hook, it also doubled as a play on his last name. And thanks to Gordon, the nickname lived on past their military service. 




  Many people had suggested to Brikler that he turn pro after leaving the Navy, but professional boxing seemed like too much of a circus, and it didn’t appeal to him in the least. He didn’t quit boxing entirely though; he coached children every Saturday morning, when his work schedule allowed, as part of the Atlanta PAL program. Working with less privileged kids in the Police Athletic program was much more rewarding than knocking out opponents in the ring. The nature of his job as a detective gave him plenty of opportunities to knock the shit out of anyone who foolishly resisted arrest, so he was able to keep his pugilist and martial art skills honed to a fine razor’s edge. 




  Brikler had moved from Boston to Atlanta seven years ago after he got an e-mail from Gordon, regarding an open detective’s position in the Atlanta Homicide Unit. Brikler was newly divorced and looking for a fresh start on life, so he applied and was hired. 




  Gordon was only slightly smaller than Brikler. He was six feet two and a half inches tall and a very trim two-hundred and five pounds. Gordon didn’t box, but thanks to his Navy SEALs training, he could easily kill a man with his bare hands. 




  Gordon didn’t want to return to his small hometown in South Carolina where nothing exciting ever happened, so he joined the Atlanta Police Department as a patrolman right after his Navy service ended. Soon after he was settled in Atlanta, he asked his high school sweetheart, Mary Beth, to marry him. She agreed with one stipulation; that they get married in their hometown so her parents didn’t have to travel. Right after their small wedding reception they drove to Atlanta and honeymooned for three days at a five star downtown hotel. One year later, just before the arrival of their first child, the pair moved out of their one bedroom apartment and into a small two bedroom ranch house. Soon after the move, their firstborn, Lewis junior, arrived. Two years later Aaron was born which necessitated another move, this time to a three bedroom home in a nice neighborhood. Two more years passed before Peter was born. Lew and Mary Beth really like their house, so this time they decided to add-on another bedroom. A week after Peter was born Lew got a vasectomy. 




  Raising young boys took a lot of energy, money, and time, which was part of the reason it took Lew ten years to earn a B.A. in Criminal Justice. All three boys were good athletes, so there were many sporting events to be attended. They were also actively involved in the Boy Scouts program. Gordon spent a good deal of Fall weekends freezing his ass-off in a flimsy tent during their many camping trips.  The camping trips were always scheduled in cold weather as a safety precaution, when the poisonous snakes would be hibernating. 
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