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Caleb Raeford gripped the railings of the prison
bus as it rattled toward the city. His stomach churned, but he
fixed his eyes on the horizon, refusing to look back.

He had dreamed of this moment for
twelve years. Now that it was here, it didn’t feel real.

The driver pulled up outside the
station and opened the door. “This is it, Raeford. Good luck out
there.”

Caleb stepped down, duffel bag in hand,
and adjusted the Bible tucked under his arm. The world felt bigger
than he remembered—louder, faster—but he was determined not to let
it swallow him whole.

The he saw him—Marcus Gamble, leaning
against a lamppost like a shadow Caleb couldn’t outrun.

A cigarette dangled from Marcus’s lips.
He looked like a man who’d never spent a day behind bars, though
Caleb knew better.

“Look who made it out,”
Marcus said with a grin.

Caleb’s stomach tightened. “What do you
want?”

Marcus flicked ash onto the sidewalk.
“Relax. Just came to offer you a deal—quick job, big payout. No
guns, no mess.”

Caleb clenched his jaw. “Man, I just
got off the bus, and you’re already talking about a job? I’m not
that guy anymore.”

Marcus smirked. “You sure about that?
You’ve got nothing—no job, no money. Think that Bible’s gonna keep
you fed? Faith doesn’t pay rent.”

“I’ll figure it
out.”

“Sure you will.” Marcus’s
grin faded. “But here’s the thing—I still know people. And they
still think you’re guilty. Wouldn’t take much to make them believe
it again.”

Caleb’s chest tightened. “You’d frame
me?”

Marcus stepped closer. “Call it
incentive. You owe me, Raeford. Time to pay up.”

“I just paid with twelve
years of my life.”

Marcus shrugged, flicking his
cigarette. “Your loss. Don’t be surprised when the cops come
looking for you again.”

He walked away, leaving Caleb staring
after him.

The pull of the past was strong, but
Caleb refused to let it win. He turned toward the halfway house,
determined to leave Marcus behind.

Ten minutes later, Caleb stepped into
his room, his duffel bag heavy in his hand. The smell of bleach and
burnt coffee hit him in the face, but at least it was
clean.

A man sat on the opposite bed, leaning
back against the wall with his arms crossed. He looked to be in his
mid-forties, with weary eyes but a steady presence.

Caleb set his bag down and sank onto
his bed, staring at the cross nailed above the door.

God, I need You. I don’t know how to do
this.

The man shifted, breaking the silence.
“Rough day?”

Caleb turned to him, startled by how
calm he seemed. “Something like that.”

“First day out’s always the
hardest,” the man said, his voice steady but kind. “But you made it
this far. That counts for something.”

Caleb studied him for a moment. “You
been here long?”

“Long enough.” The man
extended his hand. “Jonah.”

“Caleb.”

Jonah gave him a firm shake. “You’re in
good hands here. We’ve all got our stories, but we’ve also got each
other.”

Jonah leaned back again, folding his
arms. “You fight for this second chance, or you let it slip through
your fingers.”

Jonah hesitated, then added, “I almost
let mine slip.”

Caleb’s eyes narrowed. “What do you
mean?”

Jonah glanced at the scar running down
his arm. “I did eight years. Got out thinking the world owed me
something. Slipped up again—just enough to land back in this place.
But I figured out something this time around.”

“What’s that?”

“That the only way to change
is to stop looking back.” Jonah smiled faintly. “The way I see it,
you already started. Now you just gotta keep going.”

Caleb let the words settle as he
glanced again at the cross above the door. He didn’t know if he had
the strength to fight—but he knew he wasn’t ready to give
up.

A couple of days later, Caleb was
sweeping the floors when the cops came looking for him.

He saw them through the glass doors—two
uniforms with unreadable expressions. The broom slipped from his
hands, clattering against the tiles.

“Caleb Raeford?”

He froze. “Yeah?”

“There’s been a robbery at a
pawnshop two blocks down from here. Witnesses placed you at the
scene.”

“It wasn’t me,” Caleb said
quickly. “I’ve got no reason to go back to that life.”

The officers exchanged a look. “Then
you won’t mind going down to the station to answer some
questions.”

As they led him outside, Caleb’s
stomach sank. Across the street, Marcus leaned casually against a
post, that same smug smirk plastered on his face.

Minutes later, the squad car jolted as
it pulled into the station. The officers led him down a narrow
hallway and into a dimly lit interrogation room.

Caleb sat across from the detective,
palms pressed against the cool metal table, his heart
hammering.

Hours dragged by before the detective’s
radio crackled. A voice confirmed Caleb’s alibi—security footage
showed him mopping floors at the Halfway house during the
robbery.

The detective leaned back. “Looks like
you’re clear—for now. Don’t leave town.”

Relief washed over Caleb, but anger
simmered beneath it. Marcus had tried to bury him again.

An hour later, Caleb’s footsteps echoed
in the community room where the Halfway house ran its meetings.
Folding chairs lined the walls, and a coffee pot gurgled in the
corner.

Aaron, a former gang member who ran the
program, clapped Caleb on the back. “You ready to deliver your
first speech?”

If he was bothered by him being taken
to the station he didn't show it
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