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          Desmond — The Hunter’s Lie

        

      

    

    
      The nightmare always starts the same way.

      Security footage. Timestamp: 14:32:07.

      Marcus Thompson, seventeen, sits in the Black Hollow common room—knees bouncing, hands pressed to his ears like he’s trying to hold his skull together.

      “Please,” he whispers to the camera. “The voices are getting loud again. Can somebody bring my pills?”

      I’m watching through the monitor.

      It’s not real anymore—but it was.

      A recording I reviewed a hundred times—now part of my dreams.

      I can see him. I can hear him.

      I can’t move.

      My legs are stone. My voice, dead air.

      I watch Morrison step forward with the blessed blade.

      Marcus rocks like a metronome. Still whispering when the steel goes in.

      “Des.”

      Malik’s voice cuts through my earpiece. Three years dead, still hunting with me.

      “Wake up, brother. You got work.”

      I wake choking.

      Sheets soaked. Room cold. Smells like industrial bleach and sweat.

      The hotel clock reads 3:47 a.m.—the hour when memory gets loud and justice goes quiet.

      Malik’s old recorder blinks red on the nightstand.

      Still alive. Still listening.

      I grab it and hit record.

      “Day 1,095 since Black Hollow. Testimony starts in six hours. The dream’s getting worse. Marcus was asking for his meds. I couldn’t⁠—”

      My voice gives out.

      Three years of chasing truth, and I still can’t help a boy who’s already gone.

      “You didn’t fail him,” Malik’s voice says through static. “The system did. You’re here to prove it.”

      I press the recorder to my chest. It hums with warmth.

      Maybe it’s just the battery.

      Maybe it’s more than that.

      Then the hotel phone rings.

      Four a.m.

      Unlisted number. That always means trouble. Or truth. Sometimes both.

      “Mr. Rios?”

      The voice belongs to Senator Patricia Martinez—tired, barely controlled.

      “We need to meet. Before the hearing.”

      “What kind of meeting?”

      A pause. Just long enough to check for danger.

      “The kind that might get you killed. Room 1247. Ten minutes.”

      Click.

      I pull on yesterday’s clothes, grab the recorder, and take the stairs. Elevators are for people who aren’t on target lists.

      The hallway buzzes with cheap lighting. An ice machine rattles like it’s nervous.

      Martinez opens the door before I knock.

      She’s already pouring coffee.

      Behind her, archive boxes line the walls—each one stamped BLACK HOLLOW.

      They sit like coffins pretending to be storage.

      She hands me a manila folder.

      CLASSIFIED — CONGRESSIONAL EYES ONLY

      First photo: Valerie Hendricks and James Murphy, both in correctional uniforms, standing at the facility gate. Clipboard in hand.

      Timestamp: three hours before the killings started.

      “They were federal witnesses,” Martinez says. “Scheduled to testify. They died before they could.”

      She sets her cup down with both hands, like it weighs more than coffee.

      “Valerie had evidence. Guards selling drugs during visitation. Murphy testified about assaults on disabled inmates. They were transferred three days before the program started.”

      I flip through the file.

      Wire transfers into campaign war chests. Medication logs that show systematic denial.

      Transfer orders signed by the same people who approved funding.

      “This was coordinated,” I say. “Not a failure. A blueprint.”

      Martinez nods once.

      “My son died in county lockup seven years ago,” she says. “They said suicide. Truth is, he saw a guard beat an old man to death.”

      The silence after that feels earned.

      “You warning me?” I ask. “Or recruiting me?”

      “Both,” she says.

      Straight face. No blinking.

      “When you testify, the whole country will be watching. Say their names, Desmond. Don’t let them bury this again.”

      I think of Marcus.

      Of Malik.

      Of the journalist who bled truth until they silenced her for good.

      “I’ve been ready since they killed my brother.”

      “Good.”

      She passes me one last page.

      Handwriting I know better than my own.

      Des—

      If you’re reading this, they got me.

      Black Hollow was a test site. Look at Cookeville, Limestone, Hays.

      Same grants. Same behavioral teams. Twelve states. Don’t let them bury this with me.

      —M

      I fold the letter and slide it into my inside pocket. Right next to the recorder.

      “How long have you had this?”

      “Since yesterday. Dr. Volkova’s car went into the Potomac. They’re calling it an accident. It wasn’t.”

      Martinez moves to the window. Fogged glass. Empty street below.

      “This isn’t just about one facility. It’s a network. Systematic witness elimination, dressed up as behavioral reform. It’s state-sanctioned erasure.”

      “What do you need from me?”

      “Everything. Names. Dates. Money trails. Proof that doesn’t flinch.”

      I start to leave. Her voice stops me.

      “Valerie Hendricks had a daughter. Lucy. Eight years old. She still thinks her mom’s working a double shift.”

      I close my eyes.

      That kind of waiting never heals.

      “Tomorrow I’ll say Valerie’s name. And Marcus’s. And every name they tried to delete.”

      “Even if it ends you?”

      I pull out the recorder.

      “Only then.”

      Outside, the sun starts to creep up.

      Inside, I sit with a cup of cooling coffee and enough evidence to burn down every lie they’ve built.

      “Day 1,095,” I say into the recorder. “Senator Martinez lost her son to the same machine that took Malik. She’s been working from the inside. I’ve been digging from the outside.”

      I can hear traffic start up.

      The day making noise like it deserves to.

      “Found Malik’s final note. Twelve states. Same grants. Same kill switch. They called it behavioral reform. It was erasure.”

      A pause. Breath. The room’s too quiet.

      “Today I speak their names. All of them.”

      Click.

      I pocket the recorder.

      And then I get ready to make it loud.
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      The body keeps time.

      Not in years or birthdays, but in the way the knees ache when storms roll in. In the hitch in your chest when you pass the room where something broke. In how certain names taste like pennies.

      Mama E wakes before the light.

      Always has.

      Prayer doesn’t keep time—it starts it.

      She lays a hand over her chest.

      Still breathing.

      Still here.

      The cot creaks as she sits up. Her knees whisper: it’s going to rain. Outside the shelter, streetlights flicker like tired eyes refusing to close.

      She pulls on a knit shawl, soft with age, and opens the box beneath her cot. The ledger waits inside.

      Red leather. Gold thread. A crack in the spine from too much truth pressed between the pages.

      She flips to the last entry.

      MARCUS THOMPSON

      17. Epilepsy. Voices. Left waiting too long.

      The ink is smudged, but the name holds.

      She picks up her pen.

      VALERIE HENDRICKS

      42. Guard. Whistleblower. Mother. Loved jazz and late-night radio. Died trying to do right.

      The page drinks the ink. Memory becoming artifact.

      A soft chime: her phone, face down beside the cot.

      She lifts it.

      DESMOND RIOS

      Need your voice. They’re asking for a statement. Something written. Something real. I’ll carry it with me. Only if you want.

      She reads it twice.

      Then once more.

      She looks back at the ledger.

      Behind her, the kettle starts to sing.

      She moves to the kitchenette and pours water over herbs she dried herself. Sage. Lemongrass. A little ginger—for clarity.

      A knock.

      “Come in,” she calls. Her voice always had weight. Even in the early hour.

      Tariq steps in. Hoodie zipped. Shoulders hunched against the morning cold.

      “Didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “You didn’t. I been up. Storm’s coming. My knees told me.”

      He offers a small smile. Not the kind you believe. The kind you wear.

      “I saw the news. Desmond’s testifying.”

      Mama E nods. She stirs the tea. Hands him a mug without asking.

      “He’s going to say the names,” she says.

      “You think they’ll listen?”

      “They’ll hear him. Listening’s another matter.”

      He stands by the window, hands around the mug like he’s trying to warm something deeper than fingers.

      “They tried to pay me to stay quiet,” he says. “Man in a suit. Said he could help with tuition. Called it a ‘discretionary grant.’”

      Her gaze sharpens.

      “What’d you say?”

      “I told him my mother raised me better.”

      Mama E nods.

      “That she did.”

      From the drawer, she pulls a small bundle wrapped in cotton. Tied with twine.

      “Here.”

      He opens it slowly.

      A square of faded red cloth.

      A single name stitched in black thread.

      MALIK RIOS

      “I made this after the vigil,” she says. “Every time someone passes, I sew. It's not much. But it lasts.”

      He runs a thumb over the stitches.

      “Will you make one for me someday?” he asks.

      “Don’t make me do that,” she says. Not soft. Not cruel. Just true.

      Silence. Full of things not said.

      “I’ve got class,” he says. “Midterms.”

      She nods.

      At the door, he turns back.

      “Thanks for the tea.”

      “For the name,” she says.

      He nods once. Then he’s gone.

      Mama E lifts the ledger again. The weight of it has changed. Or maybe she has.

      She scrolls to Desmond’s message again. Rereads it. Then sets the phone beside the open page.

      She draws a fresh sheet of paper from the envelope drawer. Hands steady. Spine straight.

      She writes:

      Names are prayers.

      And some prayers are meant to be said out loud.

      The ones they tried to silence — we carry those.

      We say them.

      We stitch them into breath.

      Only then can we let them rest.

      She folds the page. Slips it into an envelope with Desmond’s name. Seals it with wax.

      Then she whispers:

      “Only then.”

      And begins to sew.
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