
THE PROPHET

Mark F Geatches



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE PROPHET

    

    
      First edition. December 17, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 Mark F Geatches.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8215600993

    

    
    
      Written by Mark F Geatches.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Prophet

PART ONE | Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

PART TWO | Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Sign up for Mark F Geatches's Mailing List

About the Author

This is the fourth book Dave has edited for me. As with all the others, his input was invaluable. He not only finds the many mistakes I inevitably miss during my editing process; 

he adds to the style and feel of each book.

I couldn’t do it without you, Dave. Thanks so much!

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

PART ONE

Chapter 1

[image: image]


Nine Years Ago

Michael sleeps soundly, his breath deep and even, a testament to the untroubled innocence of youth. The room, bathed in the soft glow of moonlight filtering through the open window, is a sanctuary of peace. A cool, unseasonable breeze, a whisper of the night, drifts through the space, stirring the plastic mini-blinds. They dance against the frame, their gentle taps a sporadic, almost rhythmic counterpoint to the quiet stillness.

In the backyard, concealed behind a tangle of blackberry brambles, a man kneels, his gaze fixed on the house. The shadows of the night cling to him, a cloak of darkness that mirrors his purpose. Dressed in black jeans, a worn camouflage hoodie, and low-profile black gloves, he is a silhouette against the moonlit backdrop. His eyes, nearly black in the dim light, are intense, unwavering, scanning the landscape with a predatory focus. He is a picture of poised stillness, a statue carved from the night, yet every sense is heightened, every muscle coiled, ready to spring. For him, life and death are constant companions, an ever-present duality.

The wind rustles through the tall pines, elms, and poplars, their leaves whispering a secret dialogue, a hushed conversation lost to the human ear. A recent shower has swollen the backyard creek, its bubbling purr a natural mask. It is, the man thinks, a perfect night, a canvas painted with shadows and silence.

Silently, with the practiced ease of a phantom, he picks the lock of the back door and slips inside. The house, steeped in the quiet of slumber, holds its breath. The living room offers a view of the master bedroom, where Michael’s parents sleep peacefully, their dreams undisturbed, the sweet scent of honeysuckle drifting through their open windows. The intruder pauses, his heart slowing, his handsome face now etched with a profound sadness, a fleeting glimpse of the man beneath the guise.

He moves through the darkened house, navigating the familiar layout with the ease of a welcome guest, his footsteps silent as a ghost’s. Outside Michael’s half-brother’s room, he pauses, listening. The older boy’s rhythmic snoring is audible through the closed door, a steady, oblivious drone. A quick, silent peek into the bathroom, a fleeting scan of the space, and then he stands before Michael’s room. The door is ajar, his task beckoning him forward.

He inhales deeply, a silent gathering of resolve, then pushes the door open. A slight squeak from the hinges, a tiny betrayal of sound, causes him to freeze, his body a statue, his breath held captive. Applying upward pressure to the handle, he eases the door open further, his movements deliberate, precise. Inside, he hovers beside Michael’s bed, his sadness deepening, a weight settling in his chest. Gently, he pulls back the covers, his touch feather-light. The boy doesn’t stir, his sleep undisturbed. He lifts Michael into his arms, his movements fluid, almost tender, his right hand poised to silence any cry, a silent promise of swift, brutal efficiency.

Carrying his burden, he moves through the house and out the back door, which he’s left ajar, a passage into the night. He descends the steps, his feet barely touching the ground, and carries Michael to the creek’s edge. Gently, with a reverence that belies his purpose, he lays the still-sleeping child on the grass, caressing his head, his touch lingering for a moment longer than necessary. Then, he stands, his posture shifting, his body preparing for the task ahead. He enfolds his fingers, a silent gesture of preparation, and offers a silent prayer, a fleeting plea lost to the wind, before swinging his upper body to the right and then to the left, his movements fluid, ritualistic, cracking his back two distinct times, the sharp, popping sounds swallowed by the night. He slips a knife from his pocket, its blade gleaming in the moonlight, and glancing at the blade, tests its edge with his thumb. He then turns his gaze to the neighbor’s house. A quick nod, a grimace, a fleeting expression of something akin to regret, and he acts.

The knife moves with practiced precision, a swift, decisive stroke, giving a killing laceration before the boy can feel pain, a mercy in the midst of brutality. As Michael’s eyes flutter open in terror, a flicker of confusion and fear, the man whispers, his voice a soothing, almost paternal tone, “Everything will be alright, Michael. God loves you. Go to sleep now. You’re a very good boy,” as a tear, hot and stinging, rolls down his painted cheek, a betrayal of the man beneath the mask.

A sharp breath, a final exhalation, and the man continues his grim work, his movements mechanical, devoid of emotion. The knife moves in sporadic, uneven strokes, the resulting carnage a brutal contrast to the man’s practiced movements. Then, he kicks and gouges the ground around him, creating a scene of violent struggle, a chaotic tableau of desperation.

The killer surveys his work, his eyes scanning the scene with a cold, clinical detachment. It appears as if the child has fought for his life, a desperate struggle against an invincible assailant. He nods, a silent acknowledgment of his handiwork, tosses the bloody knife into the woods, a dark offering to authorities, and turns his gaze to the neighbor’s silent house, its windows dark, its inhabitant oblivious to the horror that has unfolded and the fate that awaits him.

Twelve minutes later, the killer is two miles away, starting the engine of his tan 1993 Toyota Tacoma, the rumble of the engine a stark contrast to the silence he leaves behind.

Michael’s murder will be solved within forty-eight hours. Robert Durham, a new neighbor and known child molester, will be convicted, and sentenced to life in prison – a fate orchestrated by the true killer, a puppet master pulling the strings from the shadows.
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Chapter 2
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Creatures of Habit

It’s Sunday morning. A charcoal-colored Mercedes S650 Pullman glides deliberately through the uncluttered streets of Chattanooga, Tennessee, its sleek, polished surface reflecting the morning sunlight. The two occupants of the vehicle have made this trip hundreds of times, a familiar ritual in their meticulously ordered lives. The man behind the wheel, posture rigid, eyes focused intently on the road, dedicates all his attention to the task, his movements precise and controlled. The lone backseat passenger peers out the window, expression a blank, unreadable mask. His vacant stare captures none of the passing landscape, his mind consumed by the upcoming church service, a whirlwind of carefully crafted words and calculated gestures.

The driver interrupts The Prophet’s meditation, his voice a low, respectful tone. “We’re about two minutes out, Mr. Curtis.”

The Prophet clears his throat, and says, “Thank you, Richard. I’m very excited this morning. I feel the message is going to be exceptional today,” his voice laced with a confident anticipation.

Richard’s reply is always the same. “As always, Sir.”

The luxury car turns into the main entrance of McKenzie Arena and slows to a crawl. The parking lot teems with hundreds of delighted congregants making their way into the building. They wave and smile excitedly as their pastor’s vehicle inches by.

“It’s going to be another full house, Mr. Curtis. When was the last time you failed to fill all eight thousand seats?”

“It certainly has been a while. God is good, Richard. So very good.”

The Mercedes’ window tinting, on all windows except the windshield, is dark enough that the people can barely make out Billy’s presence. This doesn’t stop them from crowding close to the vehicle, yelling sentiments of love. Some cry as he passes. Neither occupant is much for overt expressions of emotion, yet both men smile at the outpouring of affection.

The next several minutes, until the service begins, are when The Prophet is most vulnerable. Richard Myers glances at his charge through the rearview mirror. He’s relieved to see his employer content with waving politely through the closed, bulletproof windows. It wasn’t always this way, and as a result, the world nearly lost their beloved pastor.

For the first several years of their professional relationship, Billy insisted on greeting all comers with handshakes or fist bumps through a lowered car window. He even allowed people to approach him on foot as he entered the building, ignoring Richard’s warnings.



Four years ago, Richard escorted Billy into the arena, as he was thronged by a group of adherents.

A tremulous male voice rose above the din. “You condemn others while you live in the lap of luxury. Who do you think you are?” The crowd instinctively parted, making way for the distraught man, while Richard slipped protectively in front of The Prophet. “You killed my brother!” he shouted, his voice cracking with a raw, desperate grief.

The crowd murmured, alarm spreading like a ripple through water. Richard moved toward the man, ordering people to move back, his voice a low, authoritative growl. “Stop where you are!”

Billy interjected, his voice a calm, almost serene tone, “Let him approach. He must relieve himself of this burden.”

Richard turned, arguing, his eyes flashing with concern. “This man is a threat.”

His eyes filled with a burning hatred, the man spit, “Yeah, baldie. Let me approach.”

“You’re pushing your luck, little man,” Richard warned, his body tense, ready to spring.

“Let him pass,” Billy repeated calmly, his gaze fixed on the distraught man.

Richard moved to Billy’s side and whispered, his voice a low, urgent murmur, “Sir, this is a mistake,” as the man stepped forward, his movements erratic, unpredictable.

The man cried, his voice a raw, broken sound, “You doomed my brother to death, and he died just like you said he would.”

Billy replied, his voice a gentle, soothing tone, “I only repeat what the Lord gives me. I’m so very sorry for your loss, but your blame is misplaced.”

“How convenient for you!” The man’s voice cracked. “Pronounce a death sentence on a man and then act like you have nothing to do with it. And believe me, I blame God every bit as much as I blame you.”

Billy stepped forward, his movements deliberate, his eyes filled with a compassionate understanding. “I understand your pain. I feel it as much as you—.”

“How dare you!” the man screamed, lunging forward, his body a blur of motion.

Richard caught his left arm, his movements swift and brutal, threw him to the ground and pinned him to the concrete with a knee to the attacker’s neck.

The man pleaded, his voice choked, desperate, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. It’s just been so hard. You’re choking me.”

Billy moved toward them, placing a hand on Richard’s shoulder, urging him to move away, his touch a gentle, insistent pressure. He offered his hand to the man, helping him to stand. “I’m sorry as well. I can assure you I carry this burden as well as you, but if I should hold my peace when the Lord speaks, these stones would immediately cry out.”

The man’s contrition was a ruse, a carefully constructed facade. He tensed and growled, his eyes flashing with a cold, calculating rage, “You’re not the only one who knows scripture. No weapon that is formed against thee shall prosper,” and pulled a handgun from his pants pocket.

Richard reacted as Billy and the others froze, their eyes wide with fear, their bodies paralyzed by shock. The gun went off just as Richard reached the assassin, the sharp, deafening report echoing through the crowd. He dove on top of the man, crushing him to the ground, pinning his right hand and pistol with his left, his movements instinctive. A violent elbow blow to the man’s temple sent him into unconsciousness, his body going limp beneath Richard’s weight. Richard stood, placed a foot on the gun, and told the gasping crowd, his voice a low, authoritative command, “It’s all over. Go on inside now.”

He turned to his employer, his eyes scanning Billy’s body for injuries. “Are you injured? Let me check you.” He frisked Billy’s body, watching his face for signs of pain, his movements thorough and efficient. “Okay, you seem to be fine. Go on in and perform the service, Mr. Curtis. I’ll handle this mess with the police.”

“Are you okay, Rick?” Billy asked, grasping Richard’s shoulders, his eyes filled with concern.

“Yes, I’m fine. Hurry inside now before this becomes an even bigger scene,” Richard replied.

It’s only after the service that Billy learned that Richard had been shot and taken to the hospital. After a brief interview by police, Billy went to the hospital, his mind filled with a gnawing worry. When he found Richard in the ICU, Richard spoke in a teasing tone, “Please don’t tell me you drove the Mercedes yourself.”

“As a matter of fact, I did. Why didn’t you tell me you were shot? I would never have held the service if I’d known,” Billy asked.

“That’s exactly why I didn’t tell you. Can you imagine the media storm if they thought someone had been shot at one of your services and that you were the target? Besides, it’s only a scratch. Nothing like the real thing, I can assure you,” Richard replied.

“I have news for you, Rick. The storm you were worried about is happening. Besides, you are much more important to me than bad publicity. You should have told me. Didn’t it hurt? I saw no sign of pain in your movements or on your face,” Billy said.

“Oh, it hurt, but not as much as you’d think. It passed through the fleshy part of my abdomen here. Besides, that’s why God gave us adrenaline. It does wonders to mask pain.”

“I’m sorry you had to experience any such pain; in your prior life or now. Are you sure you’re fine?”

Richard said, “I am. The bullet missed all the good stuff. They want to monitor my vitals for another hour or so and then I’m free to go. I have to tell you, Mr. Curtis, you’re going to have to start listening to me regarding your protection. People are crazy, and when there are eight thousand of them in a confined area, you just can’t be too careful.”

“You’re one hundred percent correct. I’ll do things your way from now on. I should have listened to you. None of this would have taken place if I had. But in my defense, everything happens for a reason, and God is in control.”

“Actually, Mr. Curtis, that lunatic was in control to start things off this morning, and then I was. I’m not minimizing God in any way; I just feel like he takes care of people who take care of themselves.”

Billy said, “Touché.”

Billy drove Richard home, and both of The Prophet’s Mercedes were soon modified with bulletproof glass and window tinting, a tangible acknowledgment of the danger they face.



Richard glides the car beyond the last of the pedestrians, the crowd thinning behind them. He increases speed and drives to the rear of the arena through a restricted area, bringing the Mercedes to rest near the oversized double doors. He lets the car idle in case a hasty retreat is necessary, the engine a low, constant hum. He peers at the image in the rearview mirror, his eyes scanning the reflection for any sign of threat. Once the security guard closes the stanchion chain behind them, he exits the Mercedes. He closes the driver’s door and locks the car using the key fob, the electronic chirp a sharp, decisive sound. After a quick, thorough survey, his eyes constantly moving, assessing, he stands beside Billy’s door, continuously scanning the area, a vigilant sentinel. Billy remains inside for precisely ten minutes, performing vocal exercises, his voice a low, resonant hum that carries through the tinted glass. A knock on the rear passenger window will signal he’s ready.

This is a well-practiced weekly habit, a meticulously choreographed routine. Every aspect of their lives is much the same; repetitive and well-practiced, a constant, unwavering rhythm. The word "ritual" comes to mind, a sacred, unchanging pattern. For Richard, the structure is a godsend, a predictable framework in a world of chaos. For The Prophet, it is an unalterable personality trait, an inherent need for order and precision.

The expected knock comes, a sharp tap on the glass, a signal that the moment has arrived. It’s show time.

​
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Show Time

Richard makes one last threat assessment before opening the rear passenger door, his eyes scanning the surroundings with a practiced, vigilant gaze. He guides Billy from the back seat, his movements smooth and efficient, and the pair walk shoulder to shoulder toward the rear entrance. The indistinct, eerily haunting sound of orchestral music drifts softly from the building, a prelude to the spectacle within.

An armed security officer stationed outside the smaller exit door greets the arena’s most regular celebrity performer and the Head of Security with, “Good morning, gentlemen,” and “Good luck, Sir,” his voice a respectful murmur. When he opens the door, the men are met with a wave of sound and a backstage area bustling with energy, a hive of activity. Two young men and a young woman spring into action, their movements swift and precise. One hands a microphone headset to Richard, another clips a microphone onto The Prophet’s tie, his fingers deft and efficient. Both men slip away as the remaining woman walks with The Prophet to a nearby stool, his posture deferential. Billy sits obediently and allows his face to be “masked,” as he calls it, with makeup for the television audience. Billy isn’t much for glamour, but understands that the price of securing souls for God’s eternal army is fame in the present. He limits that fame to this stage, seldom appearing outside his private estate for any other reason, his life a carefully curated seclusion.

Richard leaves his employer’s side, knowing his ten-man security crew has things under control, his confidence born of years of experience. Another set of three men monitor surveillance from a nearby room, their eyes fixed on the screens, watching camera views that cover nearly one hundred percent of the arena complex, including seating areas, parking lots, and backstage, their vigilance unwavering. Richard steps toward the stage and finds the edge of the heavy burgundy curtain, its velvety texture a stark contrast to the tension in the air. He pulls it aside just enough to peek at the audience and scrutinize the expectant crowd, his eyes scanning the faces for any sign of unease. Smiles light up nearly every face, a sea of joyful anticipation. Many dance in the aisles to the Symphony of Praise Orchestra’s lively arrangement of “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” their bodies swaying to the rhythm. This is the church’s signature piece, the one that heralds The Prophet’s entrance, its majestic melody filling the space.

Satisfied, Richard returns to The Prophet’s side. Billy still rests on the stool, his makeup complete, left alone in a bubble of concentration. He is all business now, his expression serene, his mind focused on the future. No smile, no acknowledgment. Richard knows he visualizes the sermon in his mind, and little, short of physical contact, could disturb his concentration, his focus absolute.

As the orchestra nears the end of the piece, Richard nudges The Prophet, a gentle touch, signaling it is time.

“I’m ready,” Billy responds.

Richard offers the pastor the stage with an outstretched arm and wishes, “Good luck, Mr. Curtis.”

The Prophet jogs to the center of the stage, his movements athletic and effortless, oddly both practiced and genuine, a blend of natural grace and carefully honed performance. He wears a gray suit, light blue shirt, navy blue tie, and white tennis shoes, a casual elegance that belies the intensity of his presence. The crowd explodes as the orchestra begins another chorus of “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” their cheers echoing through the arena. It’s quite a spectacle, the full orchestra and chorus in formal attire behind the country’s most famous pastor, a symphony of sight and sound.

Richard takes up station at the curtain’s edge, preferring to observe the crowd firsthand, relying on instinct rather than cameras, his eyes constantly moving, assessing. He still receives chatter from his surveillance team through his headset, a steady stream of information.

The crowd roars after the last notes sound, their applause a thunderous wave. Richard gets goosebumps, a visceral reaction to the energy in the room.

“Praise Jesus,” The Prophet says, stretching his right hand above his head, his voice a clear, resonant tone.

His voice is unique, clear, and easily intelligible. Men consider it a touch feminine, while women find it endearing, its timbre both soft and commanding.

He quiets the crowd, gesturing with his hands, his movements fluid and graceful. “Praise Jesus. Amen and Amen. Thank you for the warm welcome. Let’s welcome God as well, shall we? Amen.”

He points up to the ceiling, and the crowd responds in jubilant uproar, their voices a wave of fervent praise. The sound is deafening. Eight thousand worshippers holler, speak, and whistle their praise, their fervor palpable. The orchestra joins in, performing “All Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name,” with a chorus of professional singers, their voices soaring through the arena. The praise continues after the music ends, a wave of devotion that fills the space. Billy gives them time, then beckons the crowd to silence, his movements commanding attention.

Richard whispers, “Here we go.”

Billy speaks softly, demanding attention. “The Lord is searching your heart, exploring the depths of your soul. What is he finding? There is not a single thought that passes through your mind that he doesn’t know intimately. Right down to intent. You can’t hide from God, folks.”

“First Chronicles chapter twenty-eight verse nine states, ‘And thou, Solomon my son, know thou the God of thy father, and serve him with a perfect heart and with a willing mind: for the LORD searcheth all hearts, and understandeth all the imaginations of the thoughts: if thou seek him...’”

Two large screens behind The Prophet display his image and the biblical text, amplifying his presence.

“‘Perfect’ in this passage should be translated ‘mature,’ while ‘heart’ means ‘mind.’ This promise extends to us today. The Bible tells us in Hebrews chapter thirteen verse eight, ‘Jesus Christ the Same yesterday, and today, and forever.’ Because God never changes, we know his promises never change, his laws never change, his conditions—did you hear that? His conditions never change. If you seek our Father and serve him with a mature and willing mind, He will be found of you. I believe that with my whole heart. I believe the last part of the First Chronicles verse as well; if you forsake him, he will cast you off forever...”

Richard hears the words, but they are muted as he studies the crowd through micro binoculars, his eyes scanning the faces, searching for any sign of unease. Most people are engrossed, their attention fixed on The Prophet, but there’s always an oddball or two he has to watch, his vigilance unwavering. He’s looking for the nervous type: clenched jaws, angry scowls, profuse sweating, fidgeting, or waking rapid eye movement, a term coined by Richard as it relates to security, a telltale sign of hidden anxiety. If someone’s eyes are darting nervously, especially without accompanying head movement, there is definitely reason for concern, a potential threat lurking beneath the surface. He sees nothing of the like at present, a wave of calm washing over him.

“He also told Solomon to know the God of thy father...”

The Prophet imparts a calm sense of eternal security during his sermons, even when the topic is punishment or damnation, his voice a soothing, reassuring tone. You can see it on the faces of the congregants, their expressions relaxed, their bodies at ease. His messages are about what is possible, not the impossible, a beacon of hope in a world of uncertainty.

Richard smiles, a fleeting expression of amusement. He spots an attractive woman in her late twenties, three rows from the stage, her gaze and body language practically shout, “Take me,” her interest blatant. Richard chuckles. You’re barking up the wrong tree, sweetheart. Billy only has eyes for God, he thinks, his amusement growing.

Richard has worked with Billy for over a decade, and Billy has never entertained a physical relationship. The two could not be more different, yet their friendship is harmonious, a bond forged in mutual respect. If anyone inspires awe in Richard, it’s Billy. The control he exhibits over his own emotions and his sheer talent are remarkable, a testament to his dedication. He brims with confidence on stage, commanding attention by his movements as well as by his inspiring soliloquies.

“The second condition God placed on Solomon was to serve him with a perfect heart and a willing mind. We must devote ourselves to Him with our whole being...”

It’s been nearly two years since The Prophet has given a prophesy, a drought that stretches the congregation’s patience. As the weeks turn into months, Richard senses the congregation is becoming expectant, their anticipation growing. It’s not that they are dissatisfied with the sermons, it is just human nature, the insatiable desire for the extraordinary. The worst of human nature. The underlying tension has become more noticeable and seems to begin earlier in each sermon of late, a subtle shift in the atmosphere. Richard likens them to a pot of water that is just on the verge of boiling. They’re emotionally on the edge of their seats, and if Billy turns off the flame and doesn’t prophesy today there will be a letdown, a palpable sense of disappointment. They won’t advertise the fact, at least not openly, but many people will leave the arena disappointed, their anticipation unfulfilled.

The simple truth is, the people can’t wait to see the prophet in Billy emerge, the moment when the ordinary becomes extraordinary. They want to be present when that message from God comes that will undoubtedly predict the destruction of someone’s family, a morbid fascination with divine judgment. Richard wonders if, after such a drought, more people attend Billy’s services for the sensation of those moments; to witness the car wreck so to speak, rather than for Christian fellowship or even to hear Billy’s sermon. Much like when people flock to buy lottery tickets when the prize becomes unusually high, their chances of winning are just as astronomical as usual, yet they can’t help themselves for hope of winning the enormous jackpot, a desperate longing for the impossible.

“Do you seek our Father with all your heart? Beside Christ himself, Solomon was the wisest person who ever lived, and yet he fell short...” Billy’s voice resonates through the arena, a gentle, insistent cadence.

Richard watches the crowd for another half hour, his eyes scanning the faces, until the Prophet completes his sermon with, “Thank you for coming. God loves every one of you. Go and make it a great day,” and bounds off the stage, his movements remain quick and energetic.

Richard throws him a towel, and says, “Fantastic as usual, Mr. Curtis. Sometimes you make me feel like even I have a chance.” 

“Everyone has a chance, Richard. Even you,” Billy replies, swatting him playfully with the towel, his eyes twinkling. “Was all well today?”

Following behind, Richard answers, his eyes scanning the backstage area, “Indeed. Outside of finding your future wife, no one warranted any one-on-one attention,” he says, amusement in his voice.

“Funny man,” Billy replies, walking toward the dressing rooms.

Richard leaves him and walks onto the stage. The orchestra plays “Turn Your Eyes Upon Jesus,” their music a gentle, soothing melody. Richard scans the area, his eyes constantly moving, assessing. The crowd disperses slowly as most stop to stuff money into slits atop ancient-looking wooden chests placed next to each exit door, their movements almost ritualistic. Billy got the idea from the second book of Chronicles where one of the Temple priests bored a hole through a chest to collect funds for building repairs. It was one of Billy’s inventive ways of providing a comfortable atmosphere for his congregation while also avoiding passing the hat during a live television broadcast, a seamless integration of tradition and practicality.

Richard will stay busy, helping musicians pack up some of the larger instruments and percussion, while keeping an eye on the audience as they exit, his vigilance unwavering, until Billy reappears and signals his readiness to depart. This is normally an uneventful time; however, incidents have been known to happen, both on and off stage.

Richard sees John, a large, balding man at the foot of the stairs that lead to the stage, his presence a familiar sight.

“Hey there, Rick. I don’t know how he does it. That may be the best sermon Billy ever gave,” John says.

“You say that every time, John. I think you’re The Prophet’s biggest fan,” Richard replies.

“Well, I must be right every time. Uh, give you a hand?” John asks, his eyes eager.

“As usual. Come on up,” Richard offers, waving him forward.

John climbs the set of stairs to the right of the stage and the men shake hands, their grips firm. Their general appearance and size are so alike the two could be brothers, though Richard is obviously more fit, his posture more rigid. In practiced fashion, the men get on either side of the Steinway grand piano and begin to roll it down the wide ramp at the rear of the stage, their movements coordinated and efficient.

“Why are you smiling?” John asks.

Richard says, “Did I ever tell you I had the police do a background check on you when you first started hounding The Prophet?”

“Uh, why would you do that, and what do you mean hounding?” John asks, his eyes widening in surprise.

Richard laughs and says, “No need to get upset. You were persistent is all. I don’t know how many times you followed us out of the arena asking if there was anything you could do for us. And you were a single man pushing forty. That’s why,” he explains.

“Well, I’m still single and I’m pushing fifty now. So, what changed?”

“I told you. I had you checked out, and well, you checked out,” Richard replies.

The conversation pauses while each man maneuvers a tympani down the slope.

“That ought to do it for today,” Richard says and adds, “We don’t want to spoil these musicians, they’ll expect this treatment every week.”

“But we do help them every week, Rick,” John replies with a look of surprise.

Richard laughs and turns when Billy whistles from off stage.

“Saved by the bell,” Richard says and hurries toward his employer. Looking back, he adds, “Thanks for the help, buddy. See you next week.”

John yells, “Is there anything else I can do for you guys?” then raises his eyebrows playfully.

Richard smiles and hollers, “See what I mean? Persistent.”

“Gotcha,” John shouts back.

Richard escorts The Prophet toward the exterior door. He exits the arena first and surveys the area before nodding for Billy to join him. The thirty-minute ride home is made in silence, their thoughts unspoken.
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The New Guy

Jamal Owens sits in a small office, barely larger than the two desks that face away from each other, a cramped space that speaks of tight budgets and overflowing caseloads. The newly hired detective, an hour early for his first day, busily organizes his desk, his movements precise and efficient, a reflection of his methodical nature. He carefully places an empty business card holder, a small, retro eighties-style lava lamp, its wax globules slowly undulating, a brass lamp that looks like it spent years atop an upright piano, its patina worn and dull, a stapler, and a picture frame of his son in a football uniform along the outer edge, creating a personal perimeter in the impersonal space. He unseals and centers a paper desktop calendar, tearing off the cover page with a sharp, decisive rip, and holding down the corners with books from a cardboard box at his feet, anchoring his new reality.

Detective III Jamal Owens has just concluded a tour of the Chattanooga Police Department and met several fellow officers, his handshake firm, his gaze direct. He's been told not to expect his partner to be early, as she arrives precisely one minute before her shift each day. He noticed a jovial work atmosphere during the interview and is pleased to see it's genuine, a refreshing change from the sometimes grim environment of police work.

This is a fresh start for the thirty-seven-year-old, a chance to rebuild. Most recently, he was a successful homicide detective in Denver, but the prospect of a calmer lifestyle appeals to him, a yearning for peace after years of dealing with the city's dark underbelly. More than anything, his recent divorce prompted the move, a painful chapter he's trying to close. It's difficult to leave his son, but the bitter relationship with his ex-wife necessitated it, a wound that still stings. The boy goes off to college in a few months anyway, a bittersweet milestone, that helps ease his guilt.

Unlike Denver, Jamal will investigate crimes other than homicides in Chattanooga, a broader scope that excites him, a chance to expand his skills. Though catching murderers remains his forte, his expertise and the reason he's here, a talent honed through years of experience.

Jamal landed the job due to glowing references, a testament to his reputation. He's a hard worker with inexhaustible energy, a relentless drive that pushes him forward. He rose through the DPD ranks, but his talent truly shines in solving murder cases, a gift for unraveling the tangled threads of human malice. Whether the blood is still warm or the case is twenty years cold, Jamal’s tenacity and knack for smelling out motive nearly always gets him his man or woman.

Jamal notices a change in the room’s brightness. He swings his chair around, smiles, and says, “I thought I was missing a full eclipse of the sun there for a minute,” his teeth flashing white against his dark skin.

An officer named Kit responds, “I have that effect,” in an unexpectedly high-pitched voice, a jarring contrast to his broad shoulders. “So, how’d you get that scar on your face?” he asks, his eyes lingering on the mark.

“You mean this little thing?” Jamal asks, pointing to his cheek, his fingers tracing the raised line. “A woman I was arresting was allergic to spending the rest of her life in prison. She came at me, I thought bare-handed. Seems I was wrong,” he says, a hint of wry amusement in his voice.

“I guess you were. I hope it didn’t go as deep as it looks. Name’s Kit,” the officer says, his gaze still fixed on the scar.

“Hi, Kit. Nice to meet you. I’m Jamal.” Jamal rubs a phantom sensation of the wound. “I had to eat and drink through a straw for about a week, but it didn’t go all the way through, so I guess it wasn’t all that bad. She did leave quite an impression on me though,” he says, a dark chuckle rumbling in his chest.

Kit laughs, a high-pitched, almost girlish sound. “I bet she did. You don’t have any choice but to think of her every day of your life,” he adds, his eyes twinkling. “Glad to have you aboard,” he says, and steps away, his large frame disappearing from the doorway.

“Glad to be here, thanks,” Jamal says, his eyes following the man. “Hey!” he calls out.

Kit’s shoulder and head reappear, a question mark etched on his face. “Yeah?”

“Do I get to use you for backup if I ever get into trouble out there?” Jamal asks.

The officer grins, a flash of white teeth. “It’s been known to happen. You can always lobby the captain,” he says.

“I’ll do that. Have a good one,” Jamal says.

Jamal spins his chair and hefts a desktop computer, mouse, and keyboard from the floor, the weight unfamiliar in his hands. He’s never used an all-in-one unit and doesn’t care for the bulky look, but it’s his digital lifeline to every case. He finds the power button, sits back, and lays the keyboard on his lap, watching the screen flicker to life. Familiar with Linux, he logs in with the credentials given by IT, his fingers flying across the keys.

“Let’s see what these homies got done before me,” Jamal whispers.

He performs a broad search for solved homicide cases citywide, his eyes scanning the screen. It’s important to get a feel for what types of homicides are prevalent in the smaller city, to understand the rhythm of violence. Killing someone else without a cause equals a homicide, but in reality, there are many different crimes of passion that end up on a detective’s desk. Chicago would be littered with gang-related deaths – most of which will either go unsolved or never be fully investigated, a grim reality. Denver had mostly drug-related murders with a smattering of domestic violence thrown in for good measure. Jamal needs to know what he is dealing with so he can get into the mind of the killer, to understand the motivations that drive such acts. Before moving to town, he had researched and knew there were approximately twenty-five homicides in Chattanooga each year. He expected most of them to be vehicular in nature or some other variety of accident.

After an hour, he realizes how wrong he was. There’s been a slew of violent murders spanning a decade, all solved quickly, a pattern that doesn't fit.

“What’s this about?” he asks himself.

He grabs a pencil and notepad, the lead scratching against the paper, listing the quickly solved cases: homicide type, date committed, date solved, and incident number, creating a stark record.

Eight-year-old boy murdered with possible attempted molestation. Sept 4, 2013 – Sept 7, 2013 – h981

Eighty-six-year-old female murdered. House looted. Dec 21, 2015 – Dec 29, 2015 – h1019

Domestic – Wife killed husband after catching him with another woman. March 6, 2016 – March 7, 2016 – h1025

Vehicular homicide – Late night accident in wet conditions. Feb 12, 2017 – Feb 22, 2017 – h1041

Young woman in Coolidge Park. July 12, 2019 – July 20, 2019 – h1102

There were many other homicides during that period of time, the vast majority of which were solved in months or even years; more of what you would expect from a typical homicide investigation, a slow, methodical process. There were also nearly two hundred unsolved murder cases in Hamilton County, some dating back nearly a century. Jamal raises an eyebrow at that last statistic, but cold cases would wait for another day. He smelled something fishy with the speed in which these more recent murders were solved, and if something didn’t add up, he was likely to think of little else until he found the correct sum, a detective's obsession.

Next, Jamal’s eyes scan the screen to see who the arresting officer was in each incident. They were all made by the same pair of detectives; his immediate predecessor, the retired man he was hired to replace, and his soon to be partner. No surprise there; he expected as much from a small department. Now he must ascertain whether his new partner is a genius, really lucky, or somehow compromised. Placing the keyboard back on his lap, he quickly finds the file on the earliest case and begins to read it thoroughly, his eyes absorbing every detail. He flips his pad to a new sheet of paper and jots down all pertinent information, creating a profile of the case.

Case # h981  Sept 4, 2013 

Detective Jill McGrath

Victim – eight year old boy named Michael Wright

Killed in the backyard of his home. Multiple knife wounds – only one deadly, to the jugular. Murder weapon found near body. Apparent molestation attempt with subsequent explosive deadly rage.

Case closed three days later on Sept 7, 2013

Robert Durham, Michael’s next door neighbor arrested. Photos found inside his home with Durham holding the murder weapon. Also, finger prints of Durham on knife. Recent fire in Durham’s fireplace. Though no remanence of clothes or other evidence found, Durham suspected of burning blood stained clothes.

Jamal had to admit, it seemed like an open and shut case, an unremarkable resolution to a horrific crime. He reads the rest of the report to be thorough, his eyes scanning the lines, and is glad he did. One personal observation by the detective catches Jamal completely off guard, including the tone in which it was written, a note of almost casual acceptance.

Michael’s father James told the detective that a local preacher, one Billy Curtis of Temple of Christ Church, foretold of his son’s murder nine months before it happened. Billy “prophesied” during a Sunday church service. Apparently, this preacher, with a congregation of only seventy, has some serious connections, a network that extends beyond the church walls. Interviews of several parishioners from the small congregation confirmed the story, their voices a chorus of awed agreement. It made quite the sensation around Chattanooga.

Jamal shakes his head in disbelief, and hollers at a woman that is just walking past his office door, “Excuse me ma’am?” his voice cutting through the quiet.

The woman stops and backs into his view, her eyes curious. “Hi, Jamal. Don’t you remember my name?” she says and smiles, a warm, genuine expression.

Jamal smiles also and answers, “I think I do. You’re Connie, right?”

“Well look at you. What can I do for you?” she asks.

“Have you heard of a local preacher named Billy Curtis?”

The woman steps into his office and leans against the door jamb, her posture relaxed. “Of course, silly. Haven’t you ever heard of The Prophet up there in Colorado?” she asks.

Jamal says, “I suppose I have, now that you call him that. I’m not much into church these days. The Prophet’s supposed to be the real deal. Is that so?” he asks.

“You must live in a boot, detective. Billy’s the most famous preacher alive, maybe the best since the Apostle Paul himself, and if he makes a prophesy, it’ll happen as sure as the next breath you take is gonna contain mostly oxygen,” she says.

Jamal smirks and says, “Not so fast, officer. Air is only about twenty percent oxygen, but I get your point,” he says.

“Not that I don’t trust you, but I’m gonna Google that shit,” she says.

“Be my guest. But back to mister Curtis, I had no idea he was batting a thousand,” Jamal says skeptically.

“He’s never been wrong. Can I help you with anything else, Jamal? The captain is waiting for this paperwork,” Connie says, holding up a folder thick with paper.

“Nope. That’s all I needed. Thanks, Connie.”

“You’re more than welcome, sweetie,” Connie says. Walking away, she whispers, “If he’s right, why does everyone say we breathe oxygen?” her voice a puzzled murmur.

Jamal hollers, “It’s mostly nitrogen,” then whispers to himself, “People never believe that when they hear it the first time.” He chuckles and adds, “Batting a thousand, my ass.” 
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Chapter 5
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Seven Years Ago

A Ford Explorer creeps up Alden Avenue, located in Red Bank, an older enclave of Chattanooga, Tennessee. It’s one of those spirit-lifting December days that occasionally break through the winter gloom, a crisp, bright afternoon that belies the chill in the air. Large blue trash bins line both sides of the street, their plastic surfaces glinting in the sunlight, and since there are no sidewalks, children play in the road, darting out of the way of sparse traffic, their youthful energy and laughter a stark contrast to the quiet suburban scene.

It’s just after two in the afternoon. The driver of the SUV slows and turns into a driveway before a chain-link fence draped with withered clematis vines, their skeletal tendrils clinging to the metal. The modest one-story home is pale green with lighter green window frames and shutters, a quaint, unassuming dwelling. A middle-aged woman parks the SUV, exits, and walks to the back, her movements unhurried. She waits as the rear hatch glides open, then lifts out several shopping bags, their plastic sheen catching the sunlight. 

Minutes later, her mother Rose sits at her dinette table while Kate displays clothes and Christmas presents, their vibrant colors spilling across the worn wooden surface. The table disappears under a heap of items, a festive chaos, and the pair drink coffee, the aroma mingling with the scent of pine from a nearby wreath, chatting and laughing, their voices a warm counterpoint to the quiet of the house.

A man sits calmly on the edge of a full-sized bed in Rose’s spare bedroom, his posture relaxed, his gaze steady. He is wearing everyday jeans and a nondescript gray and white flannel shirt over a white T-shirt, his attire meant to blend seamlessly into the background, with dirty white tennis shoes, their laces frayed. The man is ordinary in every respect but for the sturdy black, low-profile gloves he is wearing, their leather smooth and unblemished, and a teardrop tattoo under his left eye, a stark, indelible mark. The door to the bedroom has purposely been left partially ajar, matching the way he found it, a subtle detail in his carefully orchestrated plan. Though he smiles occasionally, responding to the conversation emanating from the kitchen, his expression is most often etched with a profound sadness.

He jerks his head up when he hears Kate say, “Okay, Mother. I’m going to head home now. I still have to cook supper for Jimmy and Davie. I’ll put these presents on your spare bed and be on my way. I’ll be by early tomorrow to wrap them up, then we’ll head over to the house,” her voice filled with a warm, familial affection.

The man hears rustling noises as he slides from the bed, his movements silent and fluid. He straightens the comforter, smoothing the wrinkles, before slipping into the closet, silently closing the door and peering through the louvers.

Rose responds, “Are you sure you have to go so soon? I’ve so enjoyed our visit.”

Kate pushes the bedroom door open with her foot. “I have to, Mother. Tomorrow will be here before you know it,” she responds.

“Okay, Honey. I understand.”

Kate lays the items on the bed and makes a second trip, her footsteps echoing in the quiet. After a final goodbye, Kate unknowingly leaves her mother’s fate in the hands of a stranger, her departure a silent, irrevocable act.

The man waits until Kate’s SUV accelerates away, the sound fading into the distance, before stepping out of the closet. He stands motionless, facing the hallway, his senses heightened. He hears Rose placing cups in the sink, the clinking sounds echoing through the house. He whispers a prayer, and then cracks his back, swinging his upper body to the right and then to the left in well-practiced fashion, the sharp, popping sounds of no concern to the man who has a singular purpose. Rose and the man enter the living room at the same time. Alarm paints her face as she tries to recognize him, her eyes widening in confusion.

She teeters, reaching for a recliner, her hand trembling. “Can I help you?” she asks, her voice tremulous, a fragile whisper.

The man says, “Hello, Rose...” and smiles reassuringly, walking toward her, his movements smooth and purposeful.

Hearing her name relaxes her, lending a momentary sense of familiarity. “...I was walking by your house and saw that your front door was open. I knew you were elderly, so I wanted to check in on—” he begins, his voice a soothing, deceptive tone.

He doesn’t finish his explanation. Rose falls lifeless to the floor, her body crumpling like a discarded doll. She never saw or felt the swift, brutal punch to her jaw that broke her neck. The murderer kneels beside her, removes his glove, and checks her pulse, his touch clinical and detached. He replaces the glove and recites, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want...” to the end, his voice a low, respectful murmur.

The ritual complete, he removes Rose’s wedding ring and earrings, their gold glinting in the light. He moves through the house, disturbing drawers and closets, creating a scene of disarray. He pockets money and jewelry, then rifles through Kate’s presents, choosing a YETI Rambler Colster, its stainless steel surface cold to the touch, which he places in a Walmart bag from a kitchen drawer. He dumps the contents of Rose’s purse on the table and drops her change purse and checkbook into the bag. Rose has no credit cards, so he throws the wallet to the floor in feigned disgust.

His work complete, he examines the scene, his eyes scanning the room. The stage is set for a “robbery gone wrong,” a carefully constructed facade. Half his job is done.

He exits, leaving the front door open, and walks through the yard, his footsteps silent on the grass. He passes the driveway and begins to walk with a limp, his gait uneven and labored. Children and an adult appear, but none notice the sandy-haired stranger carrying a Walmart bag.

He continues his lopsided trek, turning onto Lynda Drive. At the end of the street, he cuts through a yard into a two-story apartment complex. His limp is now gone, as is the wig he wore, now tucked into the bag. He enters the parking area and scans the surroundings as he approaches his target.

He picks a second-floor door lock as quickly as one could unlock a door using a key, and enters, unconcerned if the father is home. The apartment is a silent, unoccupied space. He empties his pockets onto the carpet, placing jewelry under the sofa. Rose’s change purse and checkbook follow. He replaces the cash in his pocket and produces a golden necklace with a cross pendant, its chain glinting in the light, and slides it under the couch, away from the other items. Minutes later, he steps into the sunlight, wearing a dark blue flannel shirt found in a dresser, its fabric soft and worn, his previous one folded inside, giving him the look of someone with a potbelly.

The next day, neighbors questioned about Rose’s murder describe a man named Stephen Forester, his teardrop tattoo sealing his fate. Known to police for non-violent crimes, Stephen is soon arrested, his past catching up with him. The actual murderer knows Stephen’s past, his history a carefully chosen target. He has killed before, a drug addict named Kelly Smith, who wore a golden necklace with a cross pendant. Her disappearance is a lingering mystery.

Though Stephen is shorter and thinner than the actual killer, eyewitnesses will pick him out of a lineup. He protests his innocence, but his desperate pleas go unheeded by the jury. Rose’s murder has a swift resolution built on a foundation of lies. Kelly’s remains are found two months later with planted clues linking Stephen.

Stephen will be convicted of first-degree murder for Kelly and second-degree murder for Rose, as well as other lesser crimes that are ancillary to the dire crimes. He will serve two consecutive sentences, one a life term, the other twenty years. He will never be free again, a victim of a meticulously crafted deception.
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