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  CHAPTER ONE




  ––––––––




  He woke up to the water.  The sound of it crashing against the rocky shore below and the feel of it wrapped around him.  He tried to find the air in his lungs, but only the water replaced it.




  Breaking the surface, he gasped for air.  Donned in the prison-issued rain poncho, the inmate waded through the water to get back on solid ground, if you could call it that.  A thin film of runoff saturated the ground, flowing down the rock slopes into the ocean.  The rain continued to beat down on his shaved head.  It reminded him where he was.




  "Rain, it fucking figures.  I thought it'd be warmer," his thoughts reasoned.




  "Nothing good comes from the rain."




  Thunderclaps sounded overhead.  The light illuminated the island.  The inmate stood on top of a rocky cliff.  Waves crashed against the rocks below.  Their sound was only dwarfed by the thunderclaps above.  The prison number on the back of the poncho read U877 and that was how he knew himself.  Number U877, The Brit, as other inmates coined him.  He had all but forgotten his real name.  Here at Crenshaw prison, there were no real names.  He had been here far too long.




  The flashing lights from below the overlook caught the attention of U877.  Department of Prison vehicles and medical units blockaded the main gate.  Tactical teams brought out body bags, heavy with the dead.  More units approached from the dock.  U877 spotted more ferries unloading.  He glanced back to the trucks full of body bags.




  "You want out, don't you?"




  Bags waited in the rain for the next empty truck from the dock.  Two medics lifted a bagged body from a gurney onto the ground.  As the men moved out, U877 saw his opportunity.  He quickly scurried to the line of black bags, scanning the officers as he went unnoticed.  He found the bag closest to the bushes.  The body had to go somewhere.  Kneeling down, wiping the rain from the top the bag, he pulled the zipper open.  His eyes searched for anyone unlucky enough to see him.




  U877 opened the flaps of the bag.  The corpse was exposed to the rain.




  "No."




  Jamie Navarro, a raven-haired female guard appeared.  She still wore her bloodied uniform.  He touched the cold skin of her face.  His head hung low over her body.  Lifeless, she stared at him, with unmoving doll eyes.  Just hours earlier, those same eyes were bloodshot from an evening of drinking to forget, followed by a sleepless night of dreams that would not let her.




  #




  The sun was bright and the skies clear as far as could be seen.  A ferry moved over the turbulent waves of the bay, headed toward the island.  The water never seemed calm.  The coffee Jamie drank on the rough ride to the island was challenging and did little to help her wake up but she could not miss work.  She was already on the warden's shit list.




  The boat docked with a thud.  Navarro joined the exiting passengers, as they were cattled through the security checkpoint.  The crowd filled with the typical people, the morning shift of guards, cooks, and maintenance personnel.  Toward the front of the line, something caught Navarro's attention, a tall blonde woman.  Her hairstyle and clothing looked expensive.  She definitely was not the typical prison visitor.  She had two men standing with her, as the guard at the checkpoint searched through their bags.  To add to this, she was pissed and did not care who knew it.




  "Do you have any idea who I  am?" the woman barked.




  She stood with her arms crossed and her hip cocked to the side.  Her foot tapped rapidly as she glared at the guard's nametag.  It read Kelby.  He was a middle-aged portly man.  His button up uniform shirt stretched against his belly.  The blonde-haired woman could not help but stare at the bad comb-over on top of his head.  She fidgeted with her watch.




  "We need to hurry this up," she said.




  "Standard procedure ma'am,"  Kelby grinned.




  Navarro worked her way to the front line.  She knew why this woman was here.  Best to stop the fight before it starts.




  "You really love your job," said the blonde-haired woman.




  The disdain was thick.  Kelby smiled and continued with his search silently.




  "I am Deborah Sehak," she announced.




  Then she glared at him and she announced.




  "Channel Six News."




  Guard Kelby stopped searching her bag.




  "That's better," she sighed.




  Guard Kelby picked up her briefcase.  The inspection continued.  He removed a recorder and papers from the briefcase.




  "You are joking?  We were invited," her voice rose.




  Deborah glanced to her cameraman and sound technician behind her.




  "Standard procedure Ma'am," Kelby replied in a monotonous fashion.




  "Hey Bill, what's shakin'?"  Navarro exclaimed.




  She excused herself, moving around patrons in the line.  Kelby spotted her moving and shook his head.  She was pressed for time and he could tell.




  "Jamie, you know you can go straight to Cathy's booth," he yelled to her.




  "Why can't we just go to Cathy's booth?"  Deborah asked.




  "Privileges with the job," he answered.




  Jamie walked past the news crew.




  "He hated your exposé on lazy prison screenings," Jamie told Deborah in passing.




  Deborah’s eyes burned at Guard Kelby.




  "Well Bill, is it?"  Deborah huffed. "I guess we have a little slice of power today, don't we?"




  Guard Kelby flashed his tobacco stained teeth in victory.




  #




  Navarro stepped into Cathy's view.  The older black woman in the booth looked over the top of her wired glasses with a frown on her face.  Her brow furrowed.




  "Why are you here today?"  She carefully emphasized each word.




  Jamie set her duffel on the floor.




  "Got bills to pay," Jamie answered.




  She slid her I.D. under the safety glass.  Cathy did nothing to retrieve her card.




  "I mean why tonight, Sweetie?"




  Jamie stared through the safety glass of the booth.




  "I tried booze last night, but it didn't work.  I don't have sick time left or vacation for that matter.  If I'm not here, I'm nowhere.  Besides, if you're in a prison you might as well be paid to be here," she confessed. "I also think I'm on Rurik's shit-list."




  Cathy scanned the I.D. and slid it back under the safety glass.




  "Name someone who ain't," Cathy replied.




  Navarro picked up her bag and looked at her watch disgusted by the time.  She passed Kelby.  He had all of the crew's audio equipment on the floor.




  "It's just sound equipment," Deborah explained.




  Navarro felt sorry but had to take care of her own problems.




  "I logged the ferry as late.  It will probably be the last one tonight.  They say a storm is coming.  Better enjoy the sun," Cathy noted.




  Navarro smiled back at her on her way out.




  "I'll cover any shift you want," she said.




  "Don't you worry, just get your visit to the chapel," Cathy replied with a wave.




  Navarro hurried off the dock onto the shuttle.  She glanced out the window as she took her seat.  Cloud cover darkened the horizon off the mainland.  She studied it through the glass.  Curious, she had never seen a front move in this quickly.  She hoped it was gone in twelve hours.  An overnight would only make this day worse.




  #




  Classical music echoed down a long hall.  The source of the music was a solid hardwood door - oak, most likely, and handcrafted. The gold plate secured to the door read, Warden Nathaniel Patchell.  The door itself did little to contain the music's volume but this was his place.  His sanctuary or 'throne room' some might say.  That was if, you were in his world.  Inside, the room was lit only from sunlight through a small window high on the wall and a single desk lamp.  Next to it, a plaque held a baton that read: Firm Discipline Breeds Firm Control.  This man loved having things written out, especially pertaining to himself.




  Across from the desk, badges and awards hung on the wall leading to a large aquarium.  Warden Patchell stood feeding the fish in the tank.  He wore a clean, pressed, tailored gray suit and his hair was a gray buzz-cut.  Eyes wrinkled behind his glasses.




  Rurik stood attentive in the corner by the oak door.  His uniform was starch pressed to match his stature.  A man built to be feared by the inmates.




  "You wanted to see me?"  He interrupted the music.




  Patchell continued to tend to his fish.




  Rurik checked his watch.  He knew this game and was less than fond of it.  He would play.  This man was his ticket to bigger things and the only superior he had in this place.  Why rock the boat?  The warden hardly left his "throne room".  Yet, Rurik had better things to do than wait for some self-indulging speech.




  "You said three-thirty," Rurik reminded him.




  The music continued.  The second hand swept by on the clock above the desk.




  "It's three-twenty-nine, as I am sure that you can see," Patchell explained.




  He placed the fish food on the aquarium table and proceeded to his desk.  Rurik inhaled deeply.  He calmed himself.  The minute hand on the clock clicked forward.




  "All right then," Patchell said.




  Patchell motioned for Rurik to sit down.  Rurik took his seat at the front of the desk.  The silence was awkward as the warden waited for Rurik to settle in this chair.




  "I don't think I need to remind you how important this evening's execution is," Patchell broke the silence.




  "I'm well aware," Rurik said.




  Rurik sat tall in his chair.  He knew his job and he was not one that was bullied.  Patchell leaned forward onto his desk, elbows bent, supporting his chin on top of his fist.  It was always a battle of will with Rurik but he knew his place.  After all, if he were the better, their positions would be reversed, right now.




  "He has no appeals left.  No chance for pardon.  He's got more press than Goddamn Manson," Patchell began.




  "The men are aware," Rurik assured the warden.




  Patchell stood up, moving beside Rurik.




  "I don't give a rat's ass about the men, they fall in line," Patchell countered. "Prisoner U877 is my concern.  As well as yours."




  "Consider him handled," Rurik said.




  "Not a mark on him before he sits in that chair," added Patchell.




  "I cannot guarantee..." Rurik started.




  Patchell took position near his trophy baton.  He ran his finger over its varnished skin.




  "Not a mark, Captain," Patchell cut him off," I know how you feel about The Brit but we get through this.  We will have brighter futures.  Political futures."




  Rurik caught the time on the wall clock.  This needed to end.  He got to his feet.




  "Eye on the prize.  Sir," Rurik said.




  He stood in front of the warden like a dog waiting for a command.




  "That's all," Patchell released him, "Make things happen."




  Rurik turned on his heels and moved with determination from the office.  He made his way to the gymnasium.  Time to clock in for work.




  #




  The inside of the gymnasium was large; four whole basketball courts in length.  On a suspended track above, at least ten guards were poised with rifles overlooking the gymnasium floor.  The clanging of weights echoed from below.  A single bald man worked out on a padded floor.  He grunted from hoisting a large barbell from the ground above his head.  He had his green prison inmate uniform with the top off, and with his sleeves tied around his waist.




  Green designated death row.  This explained why he was all alone in a large gymnasium.  The inmate finished the last set and stretched his arms above.  This man was built for war and able to back it up.  His upper body was riddled with scarring from previous combat and a tattoo of the Legionnaires crest was there on his right arm.  Down his leg of the same side, his designation U877 stood out in white.  This was The Brit.




  The Brit moved to the heavy bag station.  He surveyed the upper track as he put on his hand wraps and tightened them down with his teeth.  He began his routine.  The guards from above watched, as he looked more like a gladiator in the Coliseum than a man working out in a gymnasium.  He moved very quickly around the bag.  He switched direction with confident footwork.  The bag moved steadily, as each strike hit with power, dancing on the chain.




  Rurik emerged on the suspended track.  His whistle was in his mouth.  He blew.  The whistle sounded in the entire gymnasium.  All the guards readied on aim.  The Brit looked above to see Rurik.  Sweat dripped from his body; he stopped his workout immediately.  His hands raised above his head, he waited as armed guards approached slowly, led by Rurik.




  "Time’s up, Brit," Rurik commanded.




  "But I was just getting warmed up," The Brit answered with a British accent, "Care to join?"




  "You know the drill," Rurik barked.




  The Brit removed the boxing wraps from his hands.  Guard Walters, with a cut and matching bruise on his right eye, moved from the door with several other guards.  Restraints dangled from his hand.




  "Morning Walters, how's the eye?"  The Brit asked.




  "You'll address me as Guard Walters.  You understand convict?"  he countered.




  The other guards proceeded to circle The Brit with stun rods ready.  He loved this part.  Nevertheless, this was the last time.  He needed to make this time count.




  "That hurts.  I thought we were less formal than that, you and I, seeing how close we've been," The Brit pointed to the eye.




  "Hands convict," Walters ordered.




  The Brit tossed one hand wrap to the floor.  Concealed in his palm was the other.  Walters walked to him with the restraints.




  "You doing the honors?"  The Brit chuckled.




  Walters shackled The Brit's wrists.  He then started with the ankles.  Rurik watched the most dangerous part.  This was anything having to do with moving The Brit from the cell or back.  Showers and yard time could be the most dangerous.  Take the shackles off and this man was deadly.  Putting the shackles on could be just as rough.  "Not a mark on him until he sits in the chair."  He heard his orders repeated in his head.  Easier said, than done.




  Walters fumbled with the ankle cuffs.




  "Don't fall like last time," The Brit joked.




  Rising upward, Walters took out his stick.  He moved to strike at The Brit.  Walters had not learned an earlier lesson.  The Brit was ready.  He knew this would happen.  Walters bit.  He would always bite, given the right bait.  That was all The Brit had to do, put out the bait.  Rurik saw the action unfold.




  "Walters," Rurik shouted.




  Too late.  Now, the trap sprung.  The Brit caught the blow, tying Walters' wrist with the wrap and catching his supporting leg with his own.  The pop of broken bone and ligaments, was barely heard over Walters' agonizing wail.




  The other guards rushed in.  They took aim but no clear shot.




  "Hold," Rurik commanded.




  He had to.  Even now, the order rang in his ears, even above Walters' sobs.  Rurik would love to give his guards the sign for guns hot.  Let them put down this mad dog, for the last time.  Why not?  The Brit was dead already.  Save on the electric bill.  No.  Keep your eye on the prize.  Besides, Walters was an idiot.  Moreover, a jobless one after this stunt.  Still, this pain in his ass needed to be squashed.




  The Brit held Walters on the ground.  His own stick pinned him in the throat.  Rurik circled the scene.




  "Let this be a lesson to never let down your guard with this convict.  Prisoner U877 is the most dangerous guest we have here," Rurik lectured his men, "maybe we've ever had."




  "Maybe?"  The Brit interjected. "That hurts."




  "He will not hesitate in killing any of you," Rurik said, "Even in chains he is vicious."




  He stopped in front of the two wrestlers.  Walters desperately tried to breathe.  The Brit's chokehold robbed his air from his lungs.  Yet, the other guards did nothing.  Rurik was to make the call with this one.




  "Why not switch with this one," The Brit taunted, "No fight left."




  Rurik looked at his men.




  "He will try and bait, as he did Walters," said Rurik.




  Walters wailed in pain.




  "We all see the outcome of that," commented Rurik.




  "Let go of my guard," Rurik commanded.




  The Brit glared at his jailer from below.  Today would be the day they settled this.




  "From here, I'd say he's my guard now," The Brit joked.  "Come on Rurik, you gonna fry me twice?  Feel like you and I need to settle up before my long walk."




  "I won't be judging you, U877," Rurik said, "St. Peter will have that honor and I doubt you'll travel through those gates."




  Rurik signaled to a sniper on the track above.




  "I'll find a way out.  I always do," The Brit, countered.




  A dart struck The Brit in the neck.  The view of Rurik became a blur.  Walters gained freedom from his chokehold.




  "Not this time," Rurik's voice garbled, "It should be warm where you're going."




  CHAPTER TWO




  ––––––––




  Navarro knelt in front of the statue of Jesus on the Cross.  By candlelight, a picture of a young girl gazed back at her tear filled eyes. 




  "Happy Birthday, Babygirl," she choked back a tear.
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