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Dedication
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To those who seek truth and strive to find themselves, may this third edition serve as a beacon of light on your journey. This work is a testament to the power of knowledge, resilience, and self-discovery, a guide to unlocking the strength within and rising above the illusions that confine us. Let it inspire you to look inward, embrace your purpose, and walk the path toward self-mastery. To the conscious warriors Deleon Marquis Fearence, Gary Kelley, Danish Moazzam Minhas, Juan Diamond Samarripas, Stefan Ryan Thomas, Nicholas Jack Kenison, Anthony Maurice Lewis, MI$TA the Stranger, Daniel Jones III, Brayden ‘Hustle’ Russell, Dinzal Darrell Weathers, Wade Smith ‘Detroit’, and Icy Black. Your belief and support have been the foundation of this journey. This work is as much yours as it is mine. To my parents, Bazlur and Farida, I am someone today because you two never gave up on me. To our ancestors, your legacy lives on through me and Nure, Farukur, and Fatimah.
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Epigraph
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For those who can only see what’s before them, find the revolution there.

For those who can truly see, find the revolution within.
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Editorial Review Done by Kirkus Reviews:
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https://www.kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/pharaoh-don-seddique/the-immortal-revolution-rise-of-the-pharaohs-sons

A debut crime novel focuses on a cult that seeks world domination.

An organization called the Ancient and Accepted Order of Light is not a group to be trifled with. This cult stole arcane knowledge from the ancient Egyptians—wisdom that is unlike anything else in the world. The material is so potent it “has the power to transmute the bearers into divine gods.” When in the wrong hands, it can keep most of the human population in either figurative or literal enslavement. In modern-day Houston, four people are murdered in a brutal fashion. A woman named Tina Johnson even has her tongue cut out. For police detective Trinidy, it all reminds him of the murder of his wife, Candice, five years ago. Candice’s killing was what inspired Trinidy to become a homicide detective. When he comes across a video made by Candice, he learns that the Order of Light has plans to release a virus to start a war. Unfortunately, the organization has members at all levels of government. Meanwhile, a man in prison named Amon undergoes esoteric training by utilizing a kind of transcendental meditation. While Amon, a man sentenced to life behind bars, may not appear to be a hero who will save the world, when one can access the soul plane, anything is possible. Seddique’s narrative incorporates the various characters and their different motivations very quickly. Soon after readers start following Trinidy and Amon, there are other cops and criminals and someone called the White Worshipful Master to contend with. Even Candice has an extensive backstory that relates to her father. Yet the horrific nature of the initial murders will keep readers intrigued. Why did Tina, a seemingly innocent food server, get her tongue cut out? Who among the many individuals in the narrative can actually be trusted? There are clearly some crazy developments in store. These twists, along with flying bullets and a runaway virus, will keep readers guessing about how the riveting tale will end.

A wild and gripping occult adventure full of ancient knowledge and modern violence.

The Pen Name (Pharaoh Don Seddique) Explained

In The Immortal Revolution: Rise of the Pharaoh's Sons, author Seddique, writing under the pen name Pharaoh Don Seddique, brings readers a richly woven narrative that delves deep into the duality of human nature, ancient legacies, and the ongoing battle between light and darkness. The pen name itself is a masterstroke of symbolism, “Pharaoh” represents the enlightened characters who embody wisdom, power, and the pursuit of balance, while “Don” symbolizes those trapped in darkness, chaos, and moral ambiguity. These dual archetypes are not only present in the characters but also serve as thematic cornerstones that drive the entire story forward.

The Two Mindsets: Light and Darkness

At the heart of the novel are two characters who embody these opposing forces. The Pharaoh represents an enlightened consciousness, a figure rooted in ancient wisdom and divine purpose. This character symbolizes a higher understanding of self, the world, and the delicate balance between order and chaos. The Pharaoh is more than a ruler; they are a beacon of hope and a guide for those seeking to bring harmony to a fractured world.

In stark contrast stands Don, a character named after the author’s own pen name and the embodiment of darkness and chaos. Don is a reflection of all that is corruptible in humanity, the ego-driven actions, the pursuit of power at any cost, and the inherent destructiveness that comes with losing one's moral compass. Through Don, Seddique explores the dangers of falling prey to this darker side of the human psyche, and how it can lead to the unraveling of both the individual and the world around them.

These two characters are not merely opposing forces; they represent mindsets that every person grapples with internally. The novel constantly asks readers to reflect on which mindset they allow to guide their actions, are they aligning with the light of the Pharaoh, or succumbing to the chaos of Don? This battle between the two mindsets is not only external, but also deeply personal, making the novel resonate on a psychological level as well as a narrative one.

The Revolution of the Pharaoh's Sons

The Immortal Revolution begins with an enigmatic, morally complex character who is tasked with bringing forth a savior of the world. From this mysterious start, the narrative unfolds to reveal a world teetering on the edge of revolution, driven by forces both ancient and contemporary. The novel's title hints at the rise of the "Pharaoh's Sons", a new generation of enlightened leaders who are poised to reshape the world. These figures are not just heirs to a legacy, but active participants in a spiritual and social upheaval that seeks to restore balance in a universe that has been tipped towards chaos.

The revolution itself is multifaceted. On one hand, it represents a literal uprising against oppressive forces, but on a deeper level, it is about the awakening of consciousness. The Pharaoh's Sons are not just fighting for power; they are fighting for a future where enlightenment and higher thinking prevail over ignorance and darkness. This revolution is as much about internal transformation as it is about external change, making it a battle for the soul of humanity.

Prophecies and Power Struggles

A central element in the novel is the role of prophecy. The oracle, a mystical figure who communicates with the divine, sets the stage for much of the conflict in the story. Her prophecies are cryptic yet powerful, foretelling the rise of a new force that will challenge the established order. This introduces a tension that permeates the novel, will the prophecy come true, or can the dark forces manipulate fate to maintain their control?

The grand master, a key antagonist in the story, leads a group of elite men who are desperate to stop the prophecy from being fulfilled. They represent the established order, those who have benefited from the existing chaos and have no desire to see it upended by the Pharaoh's Sons. The grandmaster's struggle is not just against the physical forces of the revolution but against the very idea that destiny cannot be controlled. His character embodies the desperation of those who seek to maintain power at all costs, even in the face of inevitable change.

This power struggle is mirrored in the lives of other characters, such as Detective Trinidy, whose pursuit of justice becomes intertwined with the larger conflict. Trinidy’s personal vendetta and the unsolved murder of his wife drive him into the heart of the conspiracy, where he must confront not only external enemies but also his own inner demons. Like many characters in the novel, Trinidy is caught between the forces of light and darkness, struggling to find his place in the grand design of the revolution.

The Duality of Human Nature

Seddique’s exploration of duality extends beyond the characters and into the very fabric of the novel. The settings, events, and even the dialogue are imbued with a sense of contrast and conflict. From the opulent secret lodges where the elite plot their schemes to the gritty streets of Houston where drug dealers like Strength navigate the harsh realities of survival, the novel paints a vivid picture of a world in flux.

The juxtaposition of these worlds highlights the different paths available to the characters, paths of enlightenment and paths of destruction. Yet, Seddique does not present these paths as clear-cut or easy to choose between. Each character’s journey is fraught with moral complexity, forcing them to confront their own nature and decide which side they will ultimately align with. This moral ambiguity is one of the novel’s greatest strengths, as it refuses to provide easy answers and instead challenges readers to reflect on their own choices and beliefs.

Conclusion: A Story of Transformation

The Immortal Revolution: Rise of the Pharaoh's Sons is a powerful exploration of human nature, ancient legacies, and the ongoing struggle between light and darkness. Through his pen name, Pharaoh Don Seddique, the author has crafted a narrative that is both epic in scope and deeply personal, inviting readers to consider the dualities within themselves as they follow the journey of his characters.

Seddique’s creation of the two archetypes, Pharaoh and Don, serves as a reminder that within every individual lies the potential for both enlightenment and chaos. The novel is not just a story of revolution; it is a story of transformation, both for the characters and for the readers who immerse themselves in this richly layered world.
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It was midday with the sun out at its zenith. A six-foot-tall, muscular black man stepped out of a motel room in a tight, white muscle shirt painted with makeup stains. The belt around his gray jeans was half buckled, and his midhigh Afro was drenched in sweat. The thirty minutes he spent inside wasn’t anything to be proud of but in fact degrading.

What have I done? he thought, ashamed, remembering himself earlier at a lab injecting his left arm with a syringe. The swollen vein prompted attention. Will this be enough?

While he was lost in his own conscience, a naked caramel woman came out from behind him. Long, frizzy hair flowed from behind her neck and over her areolas. A light-pink thong, the only thing she had on, complemented her smooth skin, glossed full lips, broad nose, and curled-up eyelashes.

“Do you want to finish the hour?” she asked persuasively and seductively, wrapping her arms around him tight. “We have plenty of time,” she pressed on, rubbing her face gently against his back.

“I told you!” he stressed, breaking out of the prostitute’s arms. Turning and looking down into her dark-brown eyes lit bright with the sunlight, he fretted, “This is not about lust. You will be carrying the savior of the world soon. You’re responsible for it to be born.”

None of this was sweet or flattering; then again, his reason to impregnate her was never clear. In a way, this was the most unusual thing anyone had asked her to do.

“If we’re done,” she insisted with arms crossed over her exposed breasts, “can I have my money?”

He looked away at the empty street silently.

“I . . .”

Before she could get another word out, a black limo pulled up.

He never had intentions to not pay her. Once he opened the limo’s back door, he took out a big, black luggage bag and set it on its wheels before extending the handle.

“I kept my word,” he said gently. “It’s more than enough. Take care of our child.”

Our child? she thought with a hand over her stomach. It wasn’t till now that she realized what a burden this was going to be.

“No matter what happens,” the man said with his back turned and one foot in the limo, “at the right time, someone will come for the child.”

There were too many gaps unanswered, but the deal came with no questions.

“You’ll know your worth when it’s time.”

The limo door shut, and she mumbled, “What a weirdo.”

Just before she could walk away with the money, the limo’s back window rolled down. She heard the words “You will be greater than the Virgin Mary.”

It annoyed her ears as if he intentionally shot her a degrading slug.

Greater than the Virgin Mary? she thought, dragging the rectangle bag inside, meeting her clueless face on the long vertical mirror on the wall. Reflecting her shame, she thought, I’m not worthy. So much like Mary Magdalene. She could see herself stoned in public. It wouldn’t happen nowadays, but the life of a harlot wouldn’t be judged differently. Tears dropped, teased by the uncalled-for insult. The bag of money brought no real value to her loneliness. Eyes wandering, she looked for an escape. Of course, there wasn’t a real way out; she was only a scapegoat.

On the wooden table to the left of the mirror was a purse. Craving for a fix, she dug in, finding the only thing that would take her mind away from all this. A syringe, a tiny, blue ziplock bag of heroin, a metal spoon, and a lighter. So anxious to get the dope on the spoon, her hands slightly trembled. Anticipation could sometimes be as strong as the real high. Doing something clumsy, like dropping everything, wouldn’t be above her. Not having much left careful attention to give, she then emptied the bag in the shallow bowl, flicked the lighter, then heated the dope from below.

Sitting on the floor in front of the mirror, drawing the shot through the tip of the needle, she thought there was one thing missing. Wanting nothing more than this syringe in her arm, she reached for the purse, knocking it to the floor. Like an impatient fiend, she did not spare a second looking for what she really needed. Instead she wrapped the strap of the purse tightly around her left arm to pop her veins out. After a slight prick, the escape pulled her out, replacing her worries with a high out of her mind.

* * *
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WHILE THE LIMO STOPPED at a lab, the driver rolled down the back divider.

“Will you be safe?” he asked with his neck turned, giving his passenger a worried face.

Not having been to the barber, the passenger’s nappy hair was out of whack, more so stressing over an unfathomable plague that needed to be resolved. To make it worse, he’d been up for two days wired up on coffee. No matter how much he drank, the heavy bags under his eyes didn’t go away but only got worse with every passing minute.

“I don’t know,” the passenger at the back answered as honestly as possible, sliding his arms through the sleeves of a white lab coat and freeing a hand to pull a piece of paper out of his back pocket. “Take this,” he insisted. “I left something at my place. I need you to get it and do exactly what it says.” The urgency in his voice left no opportunity to refuse. “Whatever happens, remember to keep the plan moving.”

“Wait!” the driver said, the passenger already out of the door.

“We don’t have time,” the passenger raised his voice, ducking low enough to make eye contact from outside.

“I won’t fail you,” he assured. “Everyone must pay for their wrongdoings, even us. We didn’t know this was going to happen. Being played like pawns in another man’s game was the last thing we could expect. It can be fixed!”

“Go! What’s coming needs your attention. Take care of it!”

The door was slammed shut.

The lab in front of him was a building with only one floor, no obvious windows at the front, and only one concrete walkway that went straight to the door. The dirt around it was covered in green grass, well attended to as could be seen by its smooth cut and perfect trims meeting at the edge of the perimeter. No trees, bushes, or flowers—it was just plain, except for a stone sign bordering the outer curb with “Lumin-Fer Lab” engraved on the base. For a private practice, this place would appear to be open to public access, but security was tight. Unauthorized personnel wouldn’t be able to pass the front door.

At the door a passkey was taken out of his pocket and inserted into a slot that was built into the knob. A light on it blinked red then green, followed by a beep for it to be opened. Inside, cool air from the AC blowing shocked his face. Disturbed thoughts revolving around an unstable conscience agitated a paranoia where the slightest change aroused indifference. Adding to the conspicuous feeling, the tile floor had its own way of being a nuisance, as every footstep through the hall vexed his ears. Every thump sent a sharp shrill starting from the feet up the spine and pinched the heart, taking ease from every breath and enraging a massive headache.

“This is it,” he mumbled at the door of his assigned section.

With the passkey in hand, the slot on the wall received it along with a PIN that was punched in the keypad below it. With no beep, the only confirmation he received was a sibilant sound as the door automatically retracted into the wall.

“Nordic,” he announced, walking in, receiving no answer from his partner.

The place was still as intact as it had been left. On the right side were microscopes on one long, vertical table; chairs pulled up to computers on four desks against the back wall; a sixty-inch plasma screen hanging from the upper-left corner; and lights still on.

“He usually turns them off before he leaves,” he mumbled with a growing suspicion. “He has to be in here . . . unless . . .”

Without completing his thought, his eyes looked to the left, where the door to a cooling chamber stood. It was not as secure as the one to get in here; there was only a common round knob that anyone could turn. His feet sprinted inside, looking for any signs of an intruder. Inside the four rows and five columns, twenty cooling units, and oval-shaped metal barrels (each with a single red glowing button) seemed untampered.

Maybe I’m overexaggerating! he thought.

In row 2 column 3, the cooling unit held the answers. With a push, the glowing red button went dim, and the top cover rose along with the vialed specimens held inside.

“Ughhh!” he almost barfed, frightened.

What he was looking for wasn’t there, but Nordic’s frozen marriage finger was in its place, the unmistakable white-gold wedding ring still on it.

They know!

He panicked, the retreat to the door and run-ins with other cooling units taking him straight to the ground. He sobbed a pitiful cry. The push up just to get his back against one of the barrels seemed useless.

They got it, he wallowed silently, face pressed against cupped hands.

“They’re coming for me . . . Maybe all isn’t lost.”

Suddenly it seemed getting to the main part of the lab couldn’t wait.

At one of the desks, he pulled the chair out and moved the mouse to get the computer out of Sleep mode. His heart skipped a beat. The small rectangle light on the CPU didn’t flash green, and pushing the power button to turn it on ended with it caving in. Frustrated, he turned it around to check the cords. 

“It’s hollow!” he said, astonished to see it gutted out. “They got the hard drive and all the files. Did they do it to all of them?”

Turning the rest of the CPUs led to the same empty case and a worried face.

Pulling his hair to settle the many thoughts that wouldn’t calm, his hand swung and knocked one of the monitors down. Crashing into the wall, it broke into pieces; and with that, a sibilant sound interfered with the clashing. Only one thing in there could imitate that, and it could only come from behind. He couldn’t get himself to turn around, and hoping it wasn’t anyone to worry about wasn’t something to be confident about, especially since whoever walked in hadn’t spoken a word and brought an intimidating vibe.

Finally he faced the door. A person in a white skull mask and a one-piece black uniform attached to the high-top boots held up a black 9 mm far from the holster on his gun belt. Judging by the gun, his presence in here could only mean one thing. It couldn’t be to talk; no words were exchanged or any gestures to show that. The alarmed scientist made no moves, even at the sight of the armed man aiming.

This is how it ends! the scientist thought, shaking in acceptance of his fate. “Let’s be—”

The trigger was squeezed, and the bullet went through his forehead, closing his pathetic eyes.

* * *
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THE DRIVER WAS DRIVING back to the lab, sweaty and dirty, momentarily staring back and forth at a shovel on the floor of the limo on the passenger side.

Zulu, I did what you asked, he thought, remembering the grave from which he just came.

There was no hassle getting the chest as instructed; the apartment was a familiar place. Burying it behind the back of a tombstone with a uniform on was troubling.

It’s done, that’s all that matters. Let’s hope it never has to be exhumed.

These spurts of distracting thoughts kept his eyes from the rearview mirror—a mistake! An Expedition tailed him long enough for him to raise questions. The sound of the SUV speeding up should have caught wind, but it wasn’t a serious concern till it hit his back bumper and he lost control of the steering wheel.

“Was that on purpose?”

The question answered itself once the SUV took the opposite lane and rolled down its window. Keeping an eye on the road and trying to get a good look was too much, and the driver missed the black pistol aimed at him by a masked man.

With a few shots, one blew out the limo’s back tire, sending it skidding. To take it off course, the SUV ran into the back half. With one more slam, the driver lost control, swerving right into a ditch, and the limo was totaled with no way out. The masked assailant was already parked and out of the vehicle to finish the job. The door was opened, and the assailant gave the driver a clear look at his white skull mask.

“What do—” the driver attempted to ask but instead was snatched out and thrown to the ground. 

Asking questions wasn’t the way to resolve this. Whatever this person wanted, negotiating wasn’t it.

The driver, on his knees, expected a gun and a straight kill. His eyes raised and seeing a steel blade in the assailant’s hand, he asked silently for mercy. The return was a cruel thrust piercing straight through his cheek. Before pain could be felt, more stabs were driven wildly in him, showing no signs of remorse or a change of attitude. Ruthlessly, the many shanks took the driver’s awareness and left his unconscious body in its own blood.
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Eighteen years and eight months later, an elite body of twelve assembled in a secret lodge rushed as a group down a hall and into the oracle’s chamber, a splendorous place shaped like a horizontal oval. At the center lay a naked white woman with blond hair, hazel eyes, and a perfectly toned body. Around her was a seal with an outer circle and an inner circle. In between them were many out-of-the-ordinary esoteric symbols hollowed in perfect precision. The roof right above the oracle was a dome of clear crystal, letting in a view of the clear night sky glowing a quarter moon and many luminous stars.

Around the seal stood twelve altars thirty degrees apart, molded into figures of the zodiac. Behind each one were erect pillars—the first one at twelve o’clock a foot taller than the rest. The altars went in a circuit counterclockwise: Aquarius, a man pouring water from an urn; Pisces, two fishes going opposite directions; Aries, a ram charging forward; Taurus, the face of a bull; Gemini, twins facing each other; Cancer, a crab receding; Leo, a ferocious lion roaring; Virgo, a woman covered in a garment exposing nothing but her face; Libra, a balance with scales tipping; Scorpio, a scorpion with a raised tail; Sagittarius, a male archer aiming a bow; and Capricorn, the head of a horned goat.

The twelve men circled the pillars until they got to their assigned altars. Wearing hooded ceremonial robes, their identities were well concealed. Without any lighting, not a face could be seen, and their sleeves were long enough to cover their hands. The grand master at the Aquarius altar was the only one in white and stood out in the dark space. His subordinates in black were shades blended, hardly able to be spotted.

“He approves our undertakings,” the grand master announced.

The men raised their sleeves, exposing white hands holding a rare entheogen compressed as figs. A steel drawer on the side of every altar was slid open, placing the sensitive material inside. With a smooth push, it was fed to the internal furnace built within. Fumes traveled down the altars and out of the hollow symbols encircling the oracle at the center. A light stench grew as the vapor built into a ball of mist, forcing the trapped woman to inhale.

Inside the gray ball, the oracle sprang up and danced with her eyes closed. Induced, a hum was sung while she was making strange faces. What seemed a bit unusual changed to insensible sounds shouting: 

“Yah, kah, ffff, ugh.”

More ludicrous, she bowed halfway with stretched arms and open hands. Unconscious with no will of her own, her fists clinched, and a thrust was thrown from the lower back. She was stuck in a ridiculous arched pose as the fumes faded.

“What be the reason thou seek council?” she asked, straightening up.

“Someone robbed us,” the grand master answered with a loud voice. “What does the future hold for our order?”

In response to the question, the oracle sat with her legs crossed. With open palms facing up, she tilted her head back. Her eyes gazed into the luminaries glowing in the sky, getting pulled into its majestic wonders. The hypnotic effect took ahold, as if the zodiacs possessed her, raising her consciousness beyond this plane. Elevated thoughts of obtaining the mystery of what was to come were answered with an imparted vision:

Darkness grafted out of light began forming into a silhouette. Beginning with the head, it rounded off then extended down to the neck. Spreading horizontally, the shoulders stretched out before turning into arms.

What is this? she thought, feeling an outside force trying to distort the figure.

Suddenly it became a blur and partially hazy. Repelling the intruding force with a honed focus, she forced it to continue making the upper body and finish at the feet.

Show yourself, she pressed on, the mere black shadow being an annoying tease. Barred again by the same force, a lot of energy was put out to compel it at will. A powerful charge drove out her control and opened up a revelation.

Twenty-four stars appeared out of triple darkness, emitting light one by one into deep space. The lights collectively joined into a yellow sun. From the sun’s core shot out glowing orbs in all colors, growing in numbers faster than they could be counted.

This isn’t what I’m looking for. Mentally diverting away, she pushed to retrieve the veiled black figure, and the silhouette returned. Drawing from its energy, she temporarily connected with its thoughts. It’s a man!

Barred once more, her thoughts were taken back to the revelation. The twenty-four stars grouped together, grew, and then turned into a sword. On the other end, the numerous glowing orbs joined into a body of marbles. What was yellow became an angry, hot red sun, uniting with the body as a head. With a hand, the sword was snatched then raised.

Noooooo!

Perceiving it as a frightening warning, she exerted a coercive pressure, bringing everything to a stop. Concentrated toward exposing the unveiled man, she was trying to shift back but was interrupted with the sword breaking loose to swing toward her neck.

Impossible! she panicked, feeling a slight pinch from the blade almost slitting her throat.

Without hesitation every effort was withdrawn, forfeiting the will to go on.

“Your undertakings are not approved,” the oracle announced to the twelve inquirers. “Your order shall fall!”

“Who’s the enemy?” the grand master questioned, afraid of what stressed their destruction. “What omens have you seen?”

“I attempted to see the face of the one to come, the universe refused to disclose it.”

“What did you see?” he asked with a raised, upset voice.

“I saw twenty-four stars give their light to bear a sun. Born out of the womb of the sun, many orbs of light in all colors, so vast in numbers it was impossible to count.”

“What does that mean?” he asked, desperately wanting answers.

“The twenty-four stars are the elder guardians who watch over the universe.”

Hidden behind the white hood, the grand master’s jaw dropped.

“They only get involved to prevent cataclysms that will destroy the cosmos and bring order out of chaos.”

“How do we find them?” the one at the Leo altar asked ignorantly.

“You can’t,” the oracle answered, facing the one who asked. “Only a few can come into the presence of the Immortals. They hold their watch from a different plane of existence and hardly interfere with the affairs of men, unless they get to the point of chaos. Myths speak of them showing their faces on earth as incarnated beings of light.”

“If they don’t show their faces,” the one at the Virgo altar said, “or come down to earth, why should we fear them?”

“The elders raise people to their plane and instruct them how to bring order back, even prepare them for war.”

“That’s the sun,” the grand master blurted out. “The one from your vision.”

“Yes,” she assured turned toward the grand master. “The sun is the one to come, prepared by the elders themselves. The orbs of light are the many followers who will receive the light of the elders through the chosen one.”

“Why can’t you tell us who it is?” the grand master asked. “You always have before.”

“Because,” she shouted highly upset, “every attempt to force the answer was rebuked by the guardians of the universe. Out of fear for my life, I pulled out, feeling the blade of a sword on my throat.”

“What are we supposed to do?” she heard, ignoring the indistinct voice from behind.

“Some mysteries of the universe,” the oracle further addressed the grand master, “are not meant to be disclosed. Luckily, I connected to one thing.”

“What is it?” the grand master intervened impatiently, enraging the oracle even more.

“A meditation. It’s a he. I might be able to tempt him when his thoughts transcend into the lower heavens. In these outer realms, I have no power, the higher domains are keeping him guarded.” Louder and more audaciously, she continued, “You all are being warned. Attempting to change destiny brings the worst upon those who attempt to rewrite it. There has never been a person or a nation of people who have been successful in changing what was foretold in the stars. I have seen many who set the path for themselves and their descendants to suffer in servitude. Reaching as far as the fifth, tenth, and even the hundredth generation.”

“Can you help us?” the grand master asked, terrified.

“Are you not listening?” she asked angrily. “The secrets of what’s to come are guarded. The guardians of the universe are assisting him. He’s wielding a power so immense that none of you will be able to fathom it. That’s why the orbs of light were too immense to count.”

“What do you suggest?” the grand master asked in humility.

“Run! Run and hide before the torment comes . . . before it’s too late.”

“Are you not afraid?” an indistinct voice from behind questioned her.

“Me?” she responded, breaking into a hysterical laugh. “What can I possibly be in fear of? It’s all of you that they want.”

“They?” the grand master irrupted. “Who is they?”

“My, my,” she nodded unfavorably. “He and the guardians, you fool!”

“This is not over!” the grand master proclaimed. “Tempt him, bring him to our side. Do something!”

Her response to the pathetic implores from this desperate man was, “None of your entreats will be enough to change prophecy.” With a look that said it was impossible, she said, “If you can find and kill him before it is too late, then maybe you can overcome this. The question is, if you’re successful, what will your undertakings truly accomplish?”

The chamber went dead silent with no response.

“All of you have been warned!” the oracle broke the quiet assembly. “If you choose to take your men to the brink of war and fail, you will know no peace or place of refuge on this earth. You’ll be a foul scum the world will be ready to spit out. The various lands you will wander to will have no mercy. You will be caught and put to death.”

“You haven’t said one thing in our favor,” the grand master stated. “Why so harsh?”

“The universe is for the continuation of life,” she responded. “It has its own system built in to bring balance back when it shifts toward death and oppression. Surely, you don’t question the force of the people. What makes you think their outcries will not be heard by a higher order? Be careful not to anger the guardians. They have in the past incarnated to take matters into their own hands. Believe me when I say, their wrath will not go unnoticed.”

“My adept brethren,” the grand master addressed the eleven, “we must inform the others.”

“What do you want us to do?” the one from the Leo pillar asked.

“Order a meeting to be convened,” the grand master answered. “Make sure to convey the urgency.”
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Detective Trinidy lay asleep covered under a sheet. The cell phone on the wooden table next to his head rang like an annoying child. The vibration upsetting the two hours of tranquility he had in over a day was the last thing an exhausted man could ever want. Reaching for it from under the blanket but missing it every time, getting out of the covers was the only way to shut it up.

“Hello!” he answered with a faint, upset voice.

“There’re four dead bodies in the junkyard,” the male caller said. “It’s—”

“Text me the address,” Trinidy rudely interrupted. “I’ll get the details when I get there.”

The call ended.

The short time to rest went so fast it was like leaving the office was just a blink. Being called to a crime scene was always high-priority; getting there on time made a world of difference in getting the details firsthand. The warm, cozy bed disagreed; there was nothing more pleasant than a moment to treat yourself, and running around like a robot was only a matter of time before a detrimental crash. Walking out of the bed drowsily said it all.

“How long can I do this?”

At least there wasn’t much thought when picking out of his clothes; his closet had multiple pairs of his usual attire since he never wore anything different to work.

Dressed in a gray half-sleeve button-up shirt, black jeans, and gray midtop boots, his coarse blond hair wild and out of order called for a comb. Straightening out every kink, antagonized by his eyes straying to stay awake, he spent a lot of time unaware that he was gazing at the same spot over and over. It was the picture of his dead wife held up by a magnet on the mirror that coached him. Her unsolved murder was why he became a homicide detective; resting wouldn’t happen until the culprit was found. She was the only woman he had ever loved. With her gone, all that was out was a bitter man. How could he sleep?

With justice in mind, his walk out of the door was halted with a long gaze at the night sky.

Houston, he thought. I used to share your spirit.

Saddened by the luminous stars beautifully lit, the moon’s bright glow complementing the peaceful atmosphere, and the soothing air hugging his skin, not a period of content passed through. Her captured image left at the dresser clung to distaste.

With an attitude, getting in the plain, all-black Impala parked out on the driveway was an aggressive one, followed by the door being heavily slammed and inattentiveness of it being his own personal car. The only way to know it was driven by a cop was from the inside, where the red and blue lights were lined across the upper part of the light-tinted windshield. A laptop was held up on a stand in the center console, and a radio interceptor was at the center of the dash. He hardly ever used the siren, and this part of the city hardly ever called for it, but leaving these civilized parts was like watching a degrading show. Well-maintained green grass standing in the dark night, neighboring fences free from graffiti, all changed once he crossed over to the other side.

It was 4:30 am, and there were homeless drug addicts roaming around like it was afternoon. 

“Savages,” Trinidy said, overly judgmental.

He stopped at a Stop sign, getting a biased look at the basketball court to the right. The people were huddled up shooting dice, and a little further ahead, a white girl wearing a mini skirt and hooker heels was waiting to get picked up.

I should arrest you, he thought disturbed. You worthless prostitutes are everywhere. More agitating was spotting a drug deal on the other side being openly carried out.

“Another time,” he told himself, jerking the steering wheel. “Another time.”

Flex, the partner that called, waved upon Trinidy’s arrival. Knowing the usual unfriendly attitude, a wave back would be too much to expect, and none was given. The headlights beamed right at his white long-sleeve button-up shirt, white slacks, and sensitive eyes—which, along with his face, wasn’t distinguishable from the rest.

“You look like shit!” Flex said, Trinidy out of the car and walking with a fatigued look.

“You would too,” Trinidy jeered, “if you only slept for two hours.”

“Another late night at the office?” Flex asked, leading him into the junkyard lit by interior stadium lights.

“Yeah!”

“Well, it’s four bodies. Two black males, one black female, and one currently unidentifiable.”

“What do you mean one is unidentifiable?”

“Ah-hum,” Flex cleared his throat. “The victim was burned alive. Until a full autopsy is done on the body, we won’t know for sure.”

“What kind of sick bastard are we dealing with?” Trinidy asked rhetorically.

“Insane. One of the unidentified males was mutilated and shot in the head.”

“How hard will it be to ID them?”

“None of the victims have anything on them.”

“How about a motive?” Trinidy asked, wondering what good was his partner, always without anything solid.

“Not sure,” Flex answered, noticing Trinidy’s patience wearing thin.

“It’s probably a robbery,” Trinidy guessed.

“That’s the usual thing to suspect when the victims’ pockets are empty,” Flex concurred. “But the way the bodies are, it has to be more personal. I think it is best you check them out yourself.” 

Walking through piles of junk, metal scraps, and unusable cars piled high, they ran into footprints going to and leaving the dumping site.

“Don’t worry,” Flex remarked, knowing what Trinidy was going to ask. “The coroners recorded them already.”

“Are there any cameras?”

“Yes,” Flex answered, arriving at a yellow tape stretched across and around a wide space. “Sarah’s watching the footage while talking to the owner.”

“Why isn’t the front blocked off with tape?” Trinidy asked curiously.

“Because they broke in through the back,” he said, finger pointed at the prints. “That’s why we didn’t see any of these coming from your car.”

“I see,” Trinidy said, glued to the many analysts beyond the tape taking samples and snapping pictures. The majority of the space was plain dirt bordered by an arch of old parts bundled and ready to be recycled. For the most part, Trinidy didn’t miss much. There was still a body lying untouched. As fast as people were moving, he figured the investigation really just started.

“Follow me,” Flex suggested, taking his boss cautiously to a gurney with a zipped body bag. “This is the unidentifiable victim.”

“Ghhhh!” Trinidy gagged.

A horrible smell was the first thing to slip out of the bag once Flex unzipped it.

“You weren’t lying, the remains are roasted. It had to be personal.” Eyes away, he said, “I’ve seen enough, zip it back up.”

“Sad to say,” he said, directing Trinidy’s attention with a nod toward the only body still on the dirt exposed, “he’s doing a lot better than the one we saw.”

“Is he missing an ear?” It was an instant eye-catcher, just like half the face that was tattooed as a skeleton.

“Looks like it,” Flex answered. “Also the one who got shot in the head.”

With a single hand gesture, Trinidy was taken to the opposite side where two gurneys over fifteen feet apart were left attended.

“You ready?” he asked, holding the zipper of a body bag.

“Just open it already.”

“Be careful what you ask for,” Flex forewarned, unzipping it slowly. “He wasn’t burned but was stabbed over thirty-six times, and his thumb was cut off.”

Thirty-six times, Trinidy thought, fixated on the mutilated body.

The stabbings as gouged carvings and the missing thumb were too similar to a case he had yet to solve.

Burned alive! he thought, visualizing how he had found his wife, ironically matching the victims, and too perfect to be a misnomer. The dead was confronting his long-held pain, even hinting as to whom he had been looking for all these years.

“Boss,” Flex said, attempting to get his attention, Trinidy far gone into a trance.

Candice’s fingers, Trinidy thought of her, were cut off too!

“Boss,” Flex bumped him out of his moment. “Are you all right?”

“This is no coincidence!” Trinidy burst out, sounding crazy.

“What isn’t?” Flex asked baffled.

“Uhhhhh!” Embarrassed, Trinidy couldn’t find the words to justify the outburst, and to take it back, he would need a time machine. “Take me to the other body,” he demanded angrily.

The desperate approach to get out of the spotlight shut Flex up instantly. Trinidy’s demeanor was of one with no room for questions, let alone eye contact. Flex learned that the hard way when they met years ago.

“This is it,” Flex said at the other gurney, wanting nothing more than this uneasy tension to pass. Body bag unzipped, he said, “She had it easy compared to the other ones.”

“I know her,” Trinidy claimed, shocked to see this young woman dead. Her thin lips, short height, and short neck, so specific they were impossible to miss. “She works at Murph’s Waffle House, never known her to be the type to get into something.”

“That’s a good lead. Do you want me to send someone there?”

“No, you need to go!” Trinidy demanded. “It is past dawn.” Cell phone out to check the time, he said, “By the time you get there, it will be six. Is there a problem?”

“No problem,” Flex answered, agreeing it was best to split without any more bumps. “I’m on my way.”

Trinidy, relieved, picked up where it left off in his thoughts.

Are the suspects the same bastards that killed Candice?

It was a silent question as he sat and looked on the young woman’s pale, intact face, opening a mean rude hole filled with overwhelming pain. Deeply submerged, his memories in spurts flashed in and out, absorbing him in the same hatred relived when he first walked in the house and found her sitting face flat at the table. His knees had instantly dropped with tears, unable to make sense of what had happened.

“Why . . . Who . . . ,” he could remember himself asking. “You were the sweetest thing, what could you have done to deserve this?”

The sight had been unbearable. Looking away, he had found something of hers on the floor that he’d never forget.

With that bizarre image vivid in thought, he had an urge to check the dead girl’s mouth—a violation once coroners had bagged the body—and went for a peek.

Trinidy’s eyes were in disbelief, and a cruel sigh followed.

“Her tongue was cut off too . . . Sarah has answers, I need them.”

* * *
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“WHAT DO YOU HAVE FOR me?” Trinidy asked Sarah, walking in the tiny camera room where there was barely enough space for the two of them.

“You can see for yourself,” Sarah said with a remote in hand, directing his attention to a twenty-four-by-eighteen-inch screen sitting on a wooden table. Six splits displayed different cameras focused at different angles. “All the details are not viewable, and they don’t record well in the dark.”

She pressed the Play button. Four people in dark clothes, their gun belts around their waist apparent, came to the back gate. The one up front with a bolt cutter cut the lock then waved. Two more carrying a body walked in.

“Is there a reason why they’re all dressed the same?” Trinidy asked.

“Not sure,” she responded. “They might be part of a gang.”

In succession three more bodies were brought in, each carried by two people.

“They’re professionals.” Those words went in one ear and out of the other, the obvious meaning nothing unless it could make a definite hit.

“Damn!” he announced, unable to clearly see what was going on.

The deeper the twelve went in, the less light there was to get the full picture, with more dark figures moving than anything. It wasn’t till they got to the arched piles of scrap that things cleared up.

Just like that, Trinidy thought. The eight carriers tossed the bodies frivolously, then without remorse, they made a quick turn back to the way they came. I have to find these bastards before anyone else gets hurt. They’re sick, throwing humans like useless objects.

“We don’t know the type of vehicle they came in,” Sarah interjected. “The camera out back only records a part of the street, and the suspects never came in range except in person. It’s like they knew a lot more about this place than we can tell.”

“Did they leave tire marks?”

“Yes, Lilith is recording them right now.”

“What else do we have?” Trinidy asked, unsatisfied with the bit he could hardly use.

“Nothing.” Her words couldn’t be more disappointing.

It’s been five years, and this is the closest clue that has been found? Trinidy thought. What will I do to these savages when I find them? Kill them? Burn them alive? Cut their fingers off? No! Cut their tongues off. Do everything that was done to Candice.

“Are you all right?” she broke Trinidy out of his thoughts. “The footage ended, there’s nothing left to see. You’re stuck staring at nothing.”

“I have a lot on my mind,” he responded to Sarah’s reflection on the screen.

Sarah was five eight and had smooth brown skin and long black hair. She had a slim body in a baby-blue blouse, navy jeans, with makeup perfectly styled, and light-brown eyes. An unquestionably beautiful woman, but to him the finest things amongst the living was less than a speck of dust. Candice was all that mattered. 

“These guys are not our usual killers. What’s their motive?”

“From the evidence we have,” she answered, avoiding Tinidy’s strange behavior, “it’s currently inconclusive.”

* * *
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MURPH’S WAFFLE HOUSE, an ordinary breakfast place, was known for its big waffle-shaped sign out front. Mostly made of glass, the inside could easily be seen, especially from the parking lot.

There’s some nice ones in there, Flex thought inside his car, the view of the waitresses perfect from his location. Visor dropped for a quick look, he said, “I’m a pretty boy.”

Being six feet with thick blond hair and green eyes, his white male egotistical persona fit his typical self. Conceited with high self-esteem, confidence was never an issue for him, and whomever his eyes set on usually ended up home with him.

With one foot in the restaurant, he felt the cool AC’s pleasant air with the delightful smell of food cooking, and it made his stomach rumble.

“Eggs,” Flex mumbled, inhaling, wanting to place an order at the counter and enjoy a seat at one of the many tables.

That wish easily drifted once a petite redhead with freckles and pink-glossed lips walked past. 

“Excuse me,” he got her attention, looking into her eyes with a half smile.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“Yes.” Her voice was music to his ears; he almost forgot why he was there. “I need to speak to the manager, can you help me out?”

“Sure.” She walked him toward the counter.

I can’t believe he doesn’t remember me, she thought, feeling used. I hope he didn’t think that cheap smile did anything. Before going to the back, she said, “Wait here.”

I think she likes me, Flex thought, checking out the other waitresses.

“Yes, sir.”

The manager introduced himself—his big belly covered by a white apron, his tan face clean-shaven, and his salt-and-pepper hair mature. “I’m Teto.”

“I’m Homicide Detective Flex.” He flashed his badge. “Is there a place we can talk privately?”

“There is,” Teto answered, startled. “Come into my office.”

Past the counter and in the room to the right was all the privacy he had, and a part of it was occupied by a computer on a desk, a filing cabinet, and two chairs.

“Please sit,” he offered politely. “Would you like something to drink? It’s on the house.”

“No, thank you.” Flex sat, declining the offer generously. “I’m here concerning one of your employees. I don’t have a picture, only a description.”

Teto had always thought of himself to be a good judge of character; for a homicide detective to come and ask questions about his employees was something he couldn’t accept.

“She’s a black female with short black hair, thin lips, and less than average height. I need a name, address, and any contact info.”

“What you described is common to a few of my workers.” A file cabinet was opened and a picture taken out. “These are my employees together in an event we held last month. Maybe it will help you.”

“Her.” Flex pointed out, immediately recognizing the victim. “What’s her name?”

“Tina. Is she in trouble?” Teto asked, worried. “She’s an outstanding individual and one of my best, a hard worker, not easy to replace.”

“She’s dead,” Flex declared. “Someone murdered her.”

“Dead!” Teto stressed with a shocked face. “How?”

“That’s classified information, we can’t jeopardize our investigation. Right now I need an address, contact information, and anything else you know about her.”

“Tina’s your ordinary individual.” He pulled her file out of the cabinet. “She lives in Madison. Coming from a rough neighborhood, she sure knew how to carry herself professionally.”

“Has she been in any trouble lately or acted unlike herself?”

“Not that I recall,” Teto rejected. “She worked until three in the afternoon yesterday.”

“Do you mind if I keep this picture?”

“I can make you a copy of whatever you want.”

“That will do,” Flex compromised. “I really appreciate your cooperation. It will help further the investigation and bring justice to the victim.”

“Anything to help,” Teto responded, escorting Flex out. “I will have them for you in a second.”

Once Flex was out in front of the counter, the freckled waitress was all he could think about.

Teto needs to come on with the copies, he thought.

The redhead, now with a purse around her shoulder, keys in one hand, and a Styrofoam cup in the other, was obviously leaving. Something more than attraction was drawing him. Only catching up with her before it was too late could answer what that was.

Come on, she’s already out of the door.

“Here you go, sir,” Teto said with the copies.

“Thank you,” he accepted graciously, more so to rush to the parking lot.

I hope he isn’t coming to talk to me, the waitress thought, seeing Flex coming her way.

“Excuse me.” Flex stopped the waitress. “I really appreciate you helping me.”

She rolled her eyes and walked toward her car, holding back what was on her mind.

Ooh, something feisty, Flex thought, not getting the hint that she didn’t want to be bothered.

“If you don’t mind, I would like—”

“Like to what?” she interrupted aggressively. “We went out, and you don’t even remember me.”

“Oh!” Words stumbled in embarrassment. “Jessica I . . .”

“Jessica?” she shouted outraged. “That’s the other waitress you were staring at, douche bag!” The cup was emptied on his face, and she said, “I’m Samantha, asshole! Stay away from me.”

Damn! Flex thought, drenched in orange juice, his white shirt ruined with stains. This whole time I knew I knew you from somewhere. Remembering Trinidy’s outburst earlier, he thought, He would’ve loved to see this, just to get back at me.

People staring from inside openly found it hilarious. He shrugged it off all the way to the car, guilty and ashamed and wishing he never got off track.

I better call Trinidy.

“What do you have for me?” Trinidy answered slouchy.

“Her name is Tina Johnson,” Flex responded. “I have a picture and her personal file.”

“Bring it straight over here!”

The call ended.
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A transport bus filled with inmates was heading to a prison. Steel plates with tiny holes were welded over the windows. The views through them were only painful reminders of what they had left behind.

They’re taking me to foreign lands, an inmate thought looking out.

If only he could see his own face. Partly defaced, a healed scar over the left cheek, and a sad look, there wasn’t much room to be appealing, even with a smile. Having jet-black skin couldn’t cover the worst but made the wound stand out more.

Passing large fields of crops, open bodies of water, lilies, things uncommon to a city, feelings of being homesick bubbled inside him.

I’ve been gone too long. It was a silent cry charged with memories of being arrested from a hospital after waking from a coma. I didn’t kill them, a voice in his head stressed, reaching to pull the wild, kinky hair agitated with every thought. I’m innocent! Irking inside, he wanted to ball up a fist but stopped it by squeezing the red property bag sitting on the floor between his legs. The right hand was cuffed to a bald-headed Mexican who was sitting next to him. Being mindful not to violate a person’s space was the only way to survive in prison.

A green sign with white letters read, “Now Entering Bedford Forrest Colony,” marking the entry into its boundaries.

“The world is beautiful,” he whispered, detached, watching cows and horses grazing through fields of grass.

Sleep-deprived eyes opposed drifting away, but the weary body could take no more. Being forced into a holding cell at three in the morning, just to get put on a bus hours later, was one of many dehumanizing things prisoners had to go through. Fighting to stay awake didn’t agree with the lids that slowly shut, the cuffed hand that loosely dangled down, or the head that tilted unconsciously into the seat right in front of him.

Back in the holding cell he was picked up from, confused to be in the same cage around the same inmates waiting to be transferred, the same hideous guard was on the outside. The same funky smell coming from the steel toilet to the right was too much of a step back to easily comprehend.

“I was already here,” he said, astonished. Even louder, he said, “Why?”

The people around paid no mind, not even a look. Did he even exist? Searching for an answer, glimpses of the upcoming ride and the scenery came to mind, vivid as if it were but a second ago that it was witnessed.

The sign . . .

How do I know this?

Open fields . . .

I’ve lived this.

Waters . . .

This is insane.

Attempting to anticipate what was next was disfigured with a distinctive white light. Growing dramatically with a stiff brightness, it faded everything around till he was left blind in white space. In seconds his vision gradually returned. From white to many colors, a familiar neighborhood it became.

“I haven’t been here in years,” he said, standing in front of his old house.

But I have a life sentence, a thought protested, baffled by the free world that’d long been a memory.

“Amon!” a familiar voice called his name. “Amon!”

“Who is that?” Facing the voice curiously, squinting to get a clear picture of the one walking up, he saw the unquestionable taper fade. There was a lighter-skinned black face, in a blue T-shirt and jeans. He was an old friend he grew up with.

“BG!” Amon mumbled his name.

“Don’t tell me you don’t know me anymore,” BG said up close, offering his hand.

“How?”

“It’s like that?” he said, the unshaken hand taken as disrespect.

“No,” Amon responded, clasping BG’s hand. “I’m having trouble understanding how I got here.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve been gone over seventeen years. You didn’t even know me by Amon.”

“And?”

“I have to do forty years before I’m brought up for parole. How am I in the free world?”

“You know how,” BG said, nodding his head. “Just open your eyes.”

“They are!” Amon bargained.

“Think about it,” BG suggested as if the answer were in his face. “What you want to know is obvious.”

“How obvious can it be?” he questioned, his friend breaking out in laughter.

“It is simple, homie,” he said with a straight face. “You’re dreaming.”

“I am?”

A random tap disturbed the illusion he was living, ending with BG’s face being distorted and his eyes being open to reality.

“We’re at the unit,” said the guy he was cuffed to. “We have to get off.”

Amon’s free left hand grabbed the red property bag before he was being led by a tug from his cuffed partner, getting pulled by the right wrist all the way out of the door.

Another plantation, Amon thought, the buildings within the perimeter no different than the unit he came from. There’s no telling what my ancestors went through. It was a comment aroused by the many inmates in white uniforms just like him, tilling the cotton fields outside the fence that was capped with razor wire. The only difference was that the many working came in every shade. Loathsome, spiteful hate was being directed to the guards who were waiting to take them inside.

“Journey Unit,” he mumbled, stepping away from the door. “I have big plans for you.”

Inside, uncuffed in pairs, they were loaded on an elevator and sent up to be processed. A guard in a gray uniform received them and escorted them to a holding tank.

“Take a seat,” he said, unlocking the steel door, the inside being nothing but a brick room with long metal benches facing the entrance. “The sergeant over gang intelligence will come get you one by one. After being screened, you will receive your housing location based on your custody level.”

* * *
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THE JOURNEY UNIT WAS one long hallway, going north and south, thirty feet wide with three subsections on the north side and two subsections on the south. Each subsection was its own cellblock with four individual wings, two on both sides. Every wing was assigned a letter and had its own dayroom for inmates to watch TV, socialize, and make phone calls.

Amon was assigned to cellblock I-J-K-L, Wing I. He walked north, carrying a property bag and a clear mattress over the left shoulder. The first thing to catch his eyes was the bridge above that connected both sides of this section. A pathway for the guards to move from one end to the other, reach the control switches used to open cells, and rush to security issues.

“I,” he read the big, black letter painted on the wall next to the first door to the left. Made of jail bars, the inside was openly visible from outside.

The key officer for that block in the middle of the hallway—a slim young girl with no makeup, wearing gray pants, a navy-blue half-sleeve shirt, and a black smock—made a quick turn seeing the new inmate waiting. Without a word, she unlocked the door.

A light odor of marijuana burning hit Amon’s nose as soon as a foot stepped in. A windowless dark place, it was usually not the administration’s choice. Inmates broke the bulbs to stop light from coming into the cells at night. That didn’t include the noisy dayroom to the left, a cage made of bars, steel tables inside with four chairs attached to the frame and aligned against the brick wall, and black benches, half of them facing opposite of each other. Few of them were sat on by Hispanics, two by whites, and the rest by blacks.

Three-twenty-one, Amon thought of the assigned cell that was given to him before walking into the hallway. The two-man cells to the right were numbered with black digits painted on the box with the key slot, but no clear direction to which one was his.

“Say, homie,” an inmate inside the dayroom at the bars tried to get Amon’s attention.

The staircase right outside the cage blocked more than half his body; finding who it was on top of the many sounds in the background was chaotic.

“Over here,” the inmate said, making eye contact with a raised hand. “You know, you can wait in front of your cell without an officer.”

“Appreciate the lookout, black,” Amon responded, looking up the many flights.

It wasn’t till this hint that he realized the number 3 in front of 21 was the tier his cell was located. The hassle of getting this far was no joke, and that was a straight walk. Now having to go up with a mattress and a property bag couldn’t be more discouraging.

I’ll sleep it off when I get there, was his thought followed by a straddle up.

Every lunge came with a burn in the thighs, then an abrasive clinch fighting the shifting weight. Once that challenge ended, a runway in front of forty cells with only enough room for one person to comfortably walk through sordidly opened. Breaking out in cool sweat, bumping into cells and the outside rail that was protecting him from falling out, he saw inmates curiously sticking their mirrors out of the cell bars. They watched Amon angling himself the best as he could to avoid every door handle, miserably failing with every push and getting louder and louder. Breathing hard, the words, “Twenty-one cell,” slipped out, the pestering black numbers only a door away.

“What do we have here?” An inmate with his mirror out in cell 31 was watching Amon. “What the fuck?” The white state shirt taken off by the new guy was a questionable sight: black skin with many scars healed nastily. If it was behind something that happened on another unit, it would come to light, leaving an opportunity to finish the job if word got back to finish the hit.

“Bubba,” he called the inmate in cell 30.

“Live-wire,” the one next door responded. “You called?”

“Look on the run.”

Mirror out, he said, “What do you have in mind?”

“We still haven’t got our shit back,” Live-wire said, enraged, “and none of them are going to pay us.”

“You want to use him as a message?” It was a question
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