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WARNING:

    
  
  

    
This
book contains violent content that may be excessively intense for
some readers and may prove especially distressing or traumatic for
some individuals. People who have encountered trauma may find
particular scenes or content triggering, resulting in anxiety,
flashbacks, or other intricate emotional responses. Additionally,
this book encompasses a range of religious ideologies, including
aspects of Christianity and atheism.
  



  

    

      
Suggested
Warnings:
    
  
  

    

May contain one or more of the following: 
  
  

    

      
Military
Violence—Afghanistan (MV-A), Disturbing Content, Sexual Violence,
Rape, Child Abuse, Mature Themes, Murder, Torture, Slavery, Drug
Use,
Alcoholism, Language, Animal Cruelty, and Mental Health
(Suicide).
    
  



  

    

      
HELP:
    
  
  

    

If you or an individual known to you is a victim of domestic
violence, assault, addiction, or mental health issues, I urge you
to
seek assistance:
  



  
	

        

  
Domestic
          Violence Hotline: 800-799-7233


        

  
	

        

  
Suicide
          Prevention Hotline: 988


        

  
	

        

  
Mental
          Health Hotline: 800-945-1355


        

  
	

        

  
PTSD
          Hotline: 866-903-3787


        

  
	

        

  
Addiction
          Hotline: 988


        

  
	

        

  
Homelessness
          Hotline: 211 (Crisis Center for Tampa Bay)








  

    

      
PLEASE
      NOTE: If you or someone you know has thoughts, fantasies, or
      dreams
      of harming others, seek help immediately. 
    
  




  

    
A
mental health professional, such as a therapist or counselor, can
help uncover the roots of your anger, develop coping skills, and
address any underlying mental health issues. You may also want to
consider joining an anger management support group to connect with
others who face similar struggles. Options include DBT groups,
Emotions Anonymous, or programs from organizations like the
National
Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI).
  




  
(https
  ://www.nami.org/support-education/support-groups/)



  

    
If
you’re in an emotional crisis or worried about potential violence,
contact a crisis hotline or the National Domestic Violence Hotline
at
1-800-799-SAFE (7233).
  




  
Online
  services like BetterHelp and Calmerry offer anger management
  therapy,
  providing flexible and often more affordable access to support.
  




  

    

      
NOTE:
    
  
  

    

A segment of this book describes aggressive and violent behavior in
a
dog. It’s important to emphasize that no breed is inherently
violent. A dog’s behavior, including aggression, is influenced by
genetics, early-life experiences, training, socialization, and its
environment. Past abuse, neglect, or poor socialization can cause
aggressive behavior in any breed. Proper training, socialization,
fulfilling a dog’s needs (such as exercise, mental stimulation, and
positive interactions), and environmental management are key to
preventing and managing aggression, regardless of breed. For more
information, please visit:
  



  

    

      
PetScreening
    
  
  

    

(www.petscreening.com)
  



  

    

(https://www.petscreening.com/blog/debunking-the-myth-of-dangerous-dog-breeds)
  



  

    
support@petscreening.com
  



  

    

      
American
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA)
    
  
  

    

(www.aspca.org)
  



  

    

(https://www.aspca.org/pet-care/dog-care/common-dog-behavior-issues/aggression)
  



  

    
American
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals
  



  

    
424
E. 92nd St
  



  

    
New
York, NY 10128-6804
  



  

    
(212)
876-7700 M-F, 9:00 A.M. to 5:00 P.M. EST
  



 








  

    
This
is a work of fiction. The names, characters, businesses, locations,
events, and incidents are either fictional or used in a fictional
context. Any similarities to real people, living or dead, or actual
events are purely coincidental. Some characters are intentionally
depicted as vile, disgusting, and repulsive to provoke strong
emotional reactions and portray evil. The writer aims to convey
evil
directly for what it is, evil, which may evoke an emotional
response
in the reader. This book is written by the author with the intent
that certain characters are hated, and they should not be idolized
or
liked. The characters’ thoughts, beliefs, and behaviors do not
reflect those of any affiliated organizations or the author.
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Eagerly
  awaiting his supervisor’s arrival, Senior Detective Gregory A.
  Smith paced back and forth in an observation room at the Tampa
  Police
  Department with concern and intrigue, his gaze fixed on a figure
  behind the two-way mirror. 





  
Beads
  of sweat glistened on his forehead as he reflected on the
  shocking
  and disturbing events he had witnessed just a few hours prior.
  Despite having more than twenty years of experience in the police
  force, nothing could have prepared him for the horrific encounter
  he’d had with the man who now sat on the other side of the
  reflective glass. 





  
Overwhelmed
  with the distressing images of the crime scene, new tears mixed
  with
  the sweat on his face, and as he observed the suspect, Detective
  Smith sought to understand his behavior and demeanor. He grappled
  with profound questions about the man’s motivations and actions.
  


  

    
Who
    is this man? What drives him to commit such acts? How can he
    maintain
    such composure after what he’s done?
  


  

  The thought of intentionally coming face-to-face with him again
  deeply unsettled Detective Smith. He anxiously contemplated
  whether
  the impending interaction would be more of an interview or an
  interrogation. 





  
Repeatedly
  checking his watch to clear his mind and release stress,
  Detective
  Smith took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and took a moment to
  gather his strength and gain mental clarity. Despite his unrest,
  he
  told himself to stay focused on the facts and gain a clear
  understanding of the events. 


  

    
Yeah.
    Oh, and let’s not lose empathy for the victims.
  


  

  One thing remained certain: the man in the other room embodied
  pure
  evil.




  
Detective
  Smith’s supervisor, Lieutenant Claudia Morales, strode into the
  observation room looking determined. Before Detective Smith could
  speak, she jumped in. “All right, Detective, I’m all ears. Tell
  me what’s so urgent that you had me come in at this ungodly hour.
  But before you begin, so that you know, I was having the best
  dream
  ever. Leonardo DiCaprio and I were sailing on a boat, drinking
  wine,
  and watching the sunset. It was fantastic—right up until the
  moment
  you called me.”



“

  
Leonardo
  DiCaprio?” Detective Smith said. “Um, I’m pretty sure the boat
  sinks in the end.”




  
Looking
  displeased, Lieutenant Morales instructed Detective Smith to
  continue. “Yeah, yeah. Go on, Detective. Why am I here?”




  
Detective
  Smith’s heart raced as he struggled to form the words, initially
  mumbling something incoherent.



“

  
Take
  a deep breath, gather your thoughts, and start over. This time,
  take
  it slow. I’m still partially asleep, you know.”



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am. See that man right there? He has no soul. He’s as sick and
  perverse as anyone you’ve ever seen or heard of. Ted Bundy? He
  was
  a Girl Scout compared to this guy. If I didn’t know any better,
  I’d
  say he was the devil himself.”



“

  
So,
  you’re saying you’ve apprehended the devil right here in good ole
  Tampa, Florida?” Lieutenant Morales quipped.



“

  
Before
  tonight, I didn’t know someone could have so much darkness inside
  them,” Detective Smith confessed with unease. 




“

  
You
  look really spooked,” Lieutenant Morales said. “Who is he? Why
  have you taken him into custody? What has he allegedly
  done?”



“

  
He
  didn’t 


  

    
allegedly
  


  

  do anything. However, his name is Fredrick Richardson. Fifty-five
  years old. He lives in a house on the outskirts of the county. I
  apprehended him after I accidentally discovered a body in the
  trunk
  of his car. A preliminary search of his residence indicates he
  could
  be responsible for the deaths of several more victims,
  potentially
  eight or nine. 





  
Surprisingly,
  he has no priors. Before tonight, this individual was unknown to
  us.
  We are lucky to have apprehended him tonight. The people of Tampa
  are
  fortunate and can sleep better knowing he’s in custody.”



“

  
Are
  you saying he is allegedly a serial killer?”



“

  
Not
  ‘allegedly.’ He 


  

    
is
  


  

  a serial killer.”



“

  
Jesus
  Christ,” Lieutenant Morales said. “That’s all we need: a serial
  killer in the city. How many victims did you say he allegedly
  killed?”



“

  
Based
  on initial reports, we can confirm at least one, but other
  evidence
  suggests it could be even more, perhaps eight or nine,” Detective
  Smith said. “And, Lieutenant, this man didn’t 


  

    
allegedly
  


  

  do anything. He did it. So, you can stop saying
  ‘allegedly.’


  

  


  
”



“

  
It’s
  disheartening to think about the victims. However, we must
  presume
  everyone is innocent until proven guilty, Detective. What do we
  have
  that says he is guilty?”



“

  
Ma’am,
  I understand your concern about the presumption of innocence, but
  the
  evidence is overwhelming in this case,” Detective Smith
  countered.
  “This man allegedly didn’t do anything; he did it. It’s
  unfortunate, but the evidence speaks for itself.”



“

  
Okay,
  Detective. What evidence might you be referring to?” Lieutenant
  Morales asked.




  
Detective
  Smith paused and took a deep breath. “Well, let’s start with the
  decapitated body in the trunk of his car. But it wasn’t just a
  body, ma’am. It was a small child.”



“

  
I’m
  sorry, did you say ‘child’? Good god. Did you say ‘decapitated’?
  What the fuck is going on here?” 





  
They
  both turned to observe the suspect.



“

  
Now
  maybe you understand why I am so uneasy about this case,”
  Detective
  Smith said, his voice cracking and tears flowing from his
  bloodshot
  eyes. “Her little head was sitting on her lap, and blood . . .
  The blood was everywhere. I can’t stop seeing it. Every time I
  close my eyes, I see her. 


  

    
Fuck!
  


  

  I even see her with my eyes open. I can’t 


  

    
not
  


  

  see her!”




  
Lieutenant
  Morales grabbed Detective Smith by the arm. “Hey, look at me.
  Look
  at me, Detective! I have the utmost confidence in you. We will
  get
  through this. Don’t let this guy get in your head. You’re too
  seasoned for this. Do your job and do it well, and justice will
  prevail.”



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am. Sorry about that. I will do my best,” Detective Smith
  affirmed.



“

  
I
  can’t believe we have a serial killer in our city,” Lieutenant
  Morales said. “I will have to call the captain so he can brief
  the
  chief.”



“

  
Ma’am,
  the suspect is no longer in the city. He’s in our interrogation
  room.”



“

  
Right.
  Did you say you made the arrest?” Lieutenant Morales
  asked.



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am. I arrested him. I was the arresting officer,” Detective
  Smith confirmed.



“

  
That’s
  right, you said you accidentally found the body in the trunk of
  his
  car. How exactly does one accidentally find a body in the trunk
  of
  someone’s car?”




  
Detective
  Smith hesitated. “Well, that’s a complicated story.”



“

  
And
  I can’t wait to hear all about it. But right now, I need to call
  the captain, and you need to go in there and talk to the suspect.
  Has
  anyone initiated dialogue with him yet?” Lieutenant Morales
  asked.



“

  
No,
  ma’am. We were waiting for you to arrive so you could see what we
  are dealing with firsthand.”



“

  
Has
  he lawyered up yet?” she asked.



“

  
No,
  he hasn’t said anything to anyone since his detainment. He sits
  there, cool, calm, and collected.”




  
Lieutenant
  Morales approached Detective Smith, maintaining direct eye
  contact.
  “Detective Smith, pay attention.” In a calm yet authoritative
  tone, she demanded, “Has Mr. Richardson been read his rights?
  Have
  we done everything up to this point by the book? We cannot afford
  any
  fuckups. The person behind that glass is extremely dangerous. We
  must
  handle this without complications or screw-ups. Do you hear me,
  Detective?”



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am. It’s been taken care of. We won’t let anything go
  awry.”




  
As
  Detective Smith walked to the door, Lieutenant Morales asked,
  “Detective Smith, where were you coming from when the accident
  occurred?”




  
Detective
  Smith provided a half-answer. “I was with Brian and Carolyn. You
  know, it was May 21st?”



“

  
Oh,
  right. How is Brian? I haven’t seen him around lately.” 




“

  
He’s
  still facing challenges and fighting his demons, but he’s making
  progress, even if he doesn’t realize he is.”



“

  
That’s
  great to hear,” Lieutenant Morales said. “Please extend my best
  wishes to him the next time you see him.” 




“

  
I
  will, ma’am, I will.”



“

  
Who’s
  going to handle the initial interrogation?”



“

  
I
  was hoping to take the first shot at him, ma’am,” Detective Smith
  said excitedly. “I’ve already faced off with this guy earlier
  tonight, and I know who he is, 


  

    
what
  


  

  he is. And I want him badly.”



“

  
That
  works for me. Take the new detective with you. It’ll be a
  valuable
  learning experience for him.”



“

  
Ma’am?”
  Detective Smith said.



“

  
I’m
  sorry. Did I say that as if it were a suggestion?”



“

  
No,
  ma’am. Wildo.”




  
Lieutenant
  Morales’s phone rang. “Ah shit, it’s the chief. Why is the
  chief calling me? Excuse me, Detective. 




“

  
Good
  morning, sir,” Lieutenant Morales said into the phone. “Yes, sir.
  I was . . . Oh shit! No, sir. I was unaware of that.
  Yes, sir. I’ll get right on it, sir. Thank you, sir!”



“

  
How’s
  the chief?”




  
Lieutenant
  Morales looked at Detective Smith in anger. “How the fuck do you
  think he is? He’s fucking pissed. He just got his ass chewed out
  by
  the mayor. Something about a video of the arrest that’s
  circulating
  online. One that shows the dead body of a decapitated child. What
  the
  fuck, Detective! Got any more surprises for me?”



“

  
Oh,
  yes, I forgot to tell you. Some idiot was live-streaming on their
  phone when we made the arrest. We tried to confiscate the phone,
  but
  the video had already gone viral online by the time we realized
  he
  was recording. We didn’t feel that confiscating the phone at that
  point would have made a difference, since the video was already
  out.
  We did inform him we would need to collect his phone for
  evidence,
  and he agreed to stop in and give a statement and surrender the
  phone.”



“

  
Why
  the fuck didn’t you lead with that bit of information,
  Detective?”
  Lieutenant Morales yelled. “Now we have a media nightmare on our
  hands. The chief is pissed, and he said the mayor is pissed,
  which
  means the captain is likely to be equally pissed. Well, fuck. Now
  I’m
  pissed!” Lieutenant Morales said, pacing back and forth in the
  observation room. “We need to get ahead of this and control the
  narrative. We need to stay ahead of the media, not the other way
  around.”



“

  
Honestly,
  ma’am, that’s not my responsibility. Besides, I haven’t been
  thinking about that. I’ve been trying to make sense of what I saw
  tonight. As you can imagine, it’s been pretty traumatic.”



“

  
Just
  how traumatic can it be, Detective? You’re a professional. Act
  like
  one,” Lieutenant Morales demanded.



“

  
Ma’am . . .
  with all due respect, you didn’t see what I saw.”



“

  
The
  chief just sent me a link to the video. Let me watch this and see
  what you saw.” After a few minutes, Lieutenant Morales sat down
  in
  shock. “This man did that to that child?”




  
Detective
  Smith stared at Fredrick through the mirror. “All evidence
  suggests
  he did, yes.”




  
Lieutenant
  Morales stood up and walked up to the two-way mirror. “You better
  get that sick fucker. I want 


  

    
no
  


  

  mistakes.”



“

  
That’s
  the plan, Lieutenant. That’s the plan.”



“

  
One
  more thing, Detective Smith. You smell like a fucking brewery.
  Have
  you been drinking?”



“

  
Lieutenant,
  I had three drinks over five hours ago. I’m fine.”



“

  
You
  better be. I don’t want this to bite us in the ass later.”




  
Lieutenant
  Morales swiftly exited the room, leaving Detective Smith alone.
  Sitting quietly, he carefully formulated a plan while observing
  Mr.
  Richardson. Anticipating that the new detective might benefit
  from
  guidance on questioning, he jotted down some generic, leading
  questions on a notepad. Within moments, there was a knock on the
  door. 




“

  
Yeah,
  come in,” Detective Smith called out.



“

  
Good
  morning, Detective Smith. My name is Detective Robbie Giles,” the
  young man chirped.



“

  
I
  know who you are, Detective. Who do you think recommended that
  you be
  a detective? I’ve been watching you. You’re an up-and-coming
  star.”



“

  
Thank
  you so much for believing in me, sir. I won’t let you
  down.”




  
Detective
  Smith glanced at his watch. “No, no, you won’t. Listen, it’s
  3:27 a.m. I hope you got enough sleep. It’s going to be a long
  day.”



“

  
As
  a matter of fact, I went to bed at 10:30 p.m.,” Detective Giles
  said.



“

  
Good;
  you got a solid five hours of sleep.”



“

  
Actually,
  I got four hours and fifty-seven minutes of sleep, not quite five
  hours.”




  
Detective
  Smith smiled. “Perfect, it’s exactly that level of attention to
  detail you’ll need going forward with this case. Stay sharp, stay
  focused, and drink lots of coffee. You’ll need it.”



“

  
Oh,
  I don’t drink coffee.”



“

  
Who
  the fuck doesn’t drink—never mind,” Detective Smith said. “You
  will. You will!”




  
Detective
  Giles confidently approached the window to observe Mr.
  Richardson.
  “How long has he been sitting there?”



“

  
About
  two and a half hours.”



“

  
Has
  he said anything or done anything unusual?”



“

  
Nope,
  he’s just been sitting quietly, completely calm, composed, and
  collected. It’s almost as if he doesn’t believe he has anything
  to worry about,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
Maybe
  in his mind, he doesn’t believe he has anything to worry
  about?”



“

  
That’s
  a possibility. But it would take an extremely disturbed mind to
  do
  what he’s done and think he didn’t have anything to worry
  about.”



“

  
A
  disturbed mind may not perceive the severity of the
  situation.”



“

  
We’ll
  leave that for the psychologist and prosecution to figure
  out.”



“

  
That
  makes sense. What’s our next move?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
We’re
  waiting for the background report on this guy. It may not reveal
  much, but any information we can gather could prove valuable
  during
  the interview,” Detective Smith said.




  
Detectives
  Smith and Giles patiently awaited the conclusion of the
  background
  investigation. Detective Giles opened his laptop and began
  researching questioning techniques. Meanwhile, Detective Smith
  nervously stared at Mr. Richardson. Their eyes met, and the
  suspect’s
  gaze was bizarre and unexplainable. Knowing the double-sided
  mirror
  prevented the suspect from seeing him, Detective Smith slowly
  walked
  to the left side of the room to test a theory. 





  
Mr.
  Richardson smiled, and his gaze followed Detective Smith.
  Detective
  Smith then slowly walked to the right side of the mirror. Mr.
  Richardson’s gaze continued to follow him, and he seemed
  delighted
  with the game. The intensity of Mr. Richardson’s stare sent
  shivers
  down Detective Smith’s spine, creating a truly unforgettable
  experience. 


  

    
How
    can he see me?
  


  

  he wondered. Detective Smith, a devout Catholic, considered a
  biblical explanation.



“

  
The
  man must be possessed,” he uttered. As he stared at the suspect,
  he
  became uneasy, almost nauseous. Detective Smith concluded that
  the
  Holy Spirit within him was agitated and discerned the presence of
  evil in the next room. Amid the circumstances, Detective Smith
  drew
  solace from his Bible and began reciting Psalm 121.



 






“

  

    
The
    Lord will guard you from evil,
  




  

    
He
    will guard your soul.
  




  

    
The
    Lord will guard your coming and going
  




  

    
both
    now and forever.”
  



 







  
Detective
  Smith continued to pray.


  

    

    
  


  
“O
  Divine Eternal Father, in union with your Divine Son and the Holy
  Spirit, and through the Immaculate Heart of Mary, I beg You to
  protect me from the Power of your greatest enemy. Heavenly
  Father,
  give us the reign of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and the Immaculate
  Heart of Mary. I repeat this prayer out of pure love for You with
  every beat of my heart and breath. Amen.” 





  
His
  unwavering optimism fueled Detective Smith’s resolve as he
  impatiently awaited the outcome of the background investigation.
  





  
In
  the interim, Detective Giles reviewed the now-viral video of the
  suspect’s arrest, hoping to uncover any valuable clues. The two
  detectives had unique approaches to their work. With his
  extensive
  experience, Detective Smith felt a mix of weariness and
  determination, while the young, driven Detective Giles exuded a
  strong sense of purpose and excitement. 





  
A
  knock on the door broke the silence.



“

  
Sir,
  here is the background check you requested,” said Officer
  Williams,
  a uniformed patrol officer. As she handed off the report, she
  poked
  her head into the room to get a glimpse of the alleged serial
  killer.
  “So that’s him? He doesn’t look like a monster.”



“

  
That
  will be all, Officer. Thank you,” Detective Smith said as he
  quickly dismissed her and physically helped her leave the room
  with a
  polite but sturdy shove.




  
Detective
  Smith sat down and opened the record. “Now, let’s see who the man
  is behind those cold eyes.” To his surprise, Detective Smith
  found
  nothing of criminal interest in the background search. There were
  no
  warrants, tickets, or arrests. Mr. Richardson’s criminal record
  was
  spotless. Detective Smith read aloud, “His given name is Fredrick
  Edgar Allan Richardson. Born September 8th, 1961, in Tarpon
  Springs,
  Florida. He has no siblings, and his parents are deceased. He
  owns
  and operates a 


  

    
1971
    brown Dodge Polaris with a black hard vinyl roof and Florida
    tag YGH
    542. He lives alone at 999 La Crescent Court, Odessa, Florida,
    33656.
    He 
  


  
owns
  a registered Sig Sauer P229 9 mm firearm. 


  

    
He
    is a 
  


  
registered
  Democrat.


  

    
”
    Detective Smith rumbled through the report, attempting to
    understand
    better who the man in the interrogation room was.
  



“

  
Nothing
  interesting so far. How about his education?” asked Detective
  Giles. “How smart is this—”



“

  
Holy
  shit!” Detective Smith said, interrupting. “This man graduated
  from MIT at the age of fifteen with a bachelor’s degree and then
  earned a master’s degree in physics. He then graduated from Yale
  with a PhD in behavioral neuroscience, focusing on cognitive
  development.” Detective Smith continued, “As if all that wasn’t
  enough, a few years later, he graduated from the Harvard School
  of
  Law and passed the Florida bar exam when he was
  twenty-five.”



“

  
Okay,
  a quick synopsis of the mystery man behind the glass,” Detective
  Giles said. “This guy is a certified genius, and he has multiple
  degrees from prestigious institutes, specifically focusing on
  human
  behavior and law, which means he is probably a master at the law
  and
  psychological games. He is probably already fifteen moves ahead
  of
  us. We are already late to whatever game he is playing. I don’t
  know about you, Detective, but I suddenly feel underqualified to
  go
  head-to-head with him.”



“

  
I
  don’t care what his credentials are,” Detective Smith said. “I
  know what I saw in the back of his car. I know who this man is. I
  know 


  

    

      
what
    
  


  

    

    this man is. Criminals are all the same. They all think they
    are
    smarter than everyone else. He is a monster, nothing more, and
    I have
    no intention of letting him go.”
  



“

  
Well,
  in this case, Detective, I think he may be smarter. And oh, by
  the
  way, I didn’t say anything about letting him go,” Detective Giles
  said with reassurance. “Regardless of what the existing evidence
  suggests, I’m merely saying that this case may prove more
  challenging than any other case you’ve worked on. I know you’re a
  veteran, but this case may be different from anything you’re
  accustomed to. Are you sure I am the right person to assist
  you?”



“

  
You
  are the lieutenant’s idea,” Detective Smith said. “Not mine. It
  doesn’t matter, though. You will do fine. Your lack of experience
  may prove useful.”



“

  
How
  so?”



“

  
You
  are unpredictable. And that means this guy can’t see you
  coming.”



“

  
Okay,
  Detective Smith, I will follow your lead.” The two proceeded
  toward
  the holding room, and Detective Giles muttered, “I can’t believe
  I get to watch the ‘Gasman’ work.”




  

    
Detective
    Giles’s humor was lost on Detective Smith, who just gave him a
    blank stare. “Hey, listen, before we head in there, I want to
    ensure you feel confident and prepared. Although you’ve never
    done
    this before, your training has equipped you well, so trust your
    instincts. Don’t let him intimidate you in there. Be sure you
    are
    mentally and emotionally prepared for what’s ahead. I have some
    concerns about what we might encounter based on what’s already
    transpired. I hope you can handle it,” Detective Smith
    said.
  



“

  
I’m
  confident I can handle it. I’m not easily shaken.”



“

  
We’ll
  see about that. Do you believe in God?” Detective Smith
  asked.



“

  
Yes.
  Yes, I do. Why do you ask?”



“

  
As
  a believer in God, you must also believe in the existence of the
  devil?” Detective Smith said.



“

  
I’ve
  never really thought much about the other side. I guess if I
  believe
  in a God, there must be an opposite, which means I suppose I have
  to
  believe the devil exists. But I only focus on God. I never really
  gave anything else any thought.”




  

    
Stepping
    close to Detective Giles, Detective Smith looked him in the
    eyes.
    “The devil exists, Detective Giles. Let me ask you a question.
    How
    do you think you’d react if you came face-to-face with
    something so
    dark and vile you’d have no choice but to believe in the devil?
    In
    that moment, you would see the devil himself in the flesh. How
    would
    you react?”
  




  

    
Feeling
    overwhelmed, Detective Giles stepped back and admitted, “I
    think . . . I think I’d be frightened.”
  



“

  
As
  you should be. Hold on to that. Wear the Lord’s armor and use Him
  as your defense. The person in that room is as close to pure evil
  as
  you will ever meet. I would not be surprised if Satan himself had
  taken possession of him. Take him seriously. He is not only a
  threat
  to us physically but also mentally and spiritually.”



“

  
Understood,”
  Detective Giles confirmed.



“

  
Okay
  then, if you have no questions, let’s do this.”



“

  
I
  do have one question, Detective Smith.”



“

  
Of
  course you do. What is it?”



“

  
Should
  you take a shower before going in there? You kind of smell like a
  wino,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
I’m
  fine. Just stay focused.”




  

    
Detective
    Smith and Detective Giles entered the room with the suspect and
    made
    eye contact with him. 
  





  

    
Mr.
    Richardson smiled. “Hello, Detective Gregory Alexander Smith. I
    have been waiting for you. Let us continue where we left off.
    Please,
    have a seat.”
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Detective
Smith greeted Mr. Richardson. “Good morning, Mr. Richardson. As you
know, I’m Detective Smith, and this young man is Detective Giles.
Before we start, I want to remind you that you have rights. Since
you’ve already been informed of your rights, would you like to talk
with us now?”
  




  
Mr.
  Richardson fixed his gaze on Detective Giles, scrutinizing every
  detail. Slowly, he observed every aspect of Detective Giles, from
  head to toe, noting his fashion sense, personal style, and
  attention
  to detail. Fredrick also noticed the detective’s physique,
  confident posture, and well-groomed appearance, including his
  neatly
  manicured fingernails, wedding ring, and watch. In just a few
  moments, Fredrick formed an impression of Detective Giles and
  deemed
  him no threat.



“

  
I
  see you still reek of alcohol, Detective Smith,” Fredrick said.
  “Why haven’t you showered?”




  
Detective
  Smith did not reply to Fredrick’s question. “Do you wish to speak
  with us at this time?”



“

  
I
  do not believe I require an attorney at this time, Detective
  Smith.
  Do you believe I need an attorney?”



“

  
We
  will ask the questions today, Mr. Richardson. We want to ask you
  about this evening. Your cooperation is greatly appreciated and
  will
  be very helpful.”




  
Fredrick
  slowly tilted his head and smiled eerily at Detective Giles
  without
  blinking. “You want to? I want to drive a fucking Ferrari on the
  beach while a beautiful and very naked supermodel sucks my dick,
  but
  alas, I am here.”




  
After
  a few minutes of silence, trying to keep from laughing, Fredrick
  said, “Okay, detectives, I want nothing more than to be helpful.
  How can I help?”



“

  
Detective
  Giles, please begin with the first question,” Detective Smith
  instructed.



“

  
Okay,
  let’s start with your name. Are you Fredrick Edgar Allan
  Richardson?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
Is
  that what my driver’s license says?”



“

  
That
  is the name on your driver’s license, yes.”



“

  
Then
  that must be my name,” Fredrick said. “But you already have that
  information.”



“

  
Edgar
  Allan?” Detective Smith asked.




  
Offended,
  Fredrick replied, “Do not judge the man’s genius. He was ahead of
  his time.”



“

  
Were
  you born in Tarpon Springs, Florida, on September 8th, 1961?”
  Detective Giles asked.



“

  
Again,
  that is on my license.”



“

  
Are
  your parents living or deceased?”



“

  
Who
  cares?” Fredrick said.




  
Detective
  Giles patiently repeated the question. “Are your parents living
  or
  deceased?”




  
Fredrick
  reluctantly declared with a smile and a spark of joy in his eye,
  “Fine. They are happily deceased.”



“

  
Do
  you have any children?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
I
  have many children in my mind. Does that count?”



“

  
Do
  you have any biological children you have fathered, or perhaps
  children you have legally adopted?”




  
Bored,
  Fredrick sighed and answered, “No, not that I am aware
  of.”



“

  
Do
  you have any siblings?”




  
Fredrick
  put his head on the table. “Not that I am aware of, no.”



“

  
Do
  you reside at 


  

    
999
    La Crescent Court, Odessa, FL, 33656?”
  




  

    
Fredrick
    cried out, “My God, you are killing me! Again, it is on my
    license.
    So, yes.”
  



“

  
Do
  you own and operate a brown 1971 Dodge Polaris, with a black hard
  vinyl roof, Florida tag number YGH 542?”



“

  
Fuck
  my life! This is boring! 


  

    

      
Yes!
    
  


  

    

    When are you going to ask the good questions?”
  



“

  
What
  are the good questions?” Detective Giles asked.




  

    
Fredrick
    smiled and leaned forward. “Well, Junior Detective Giles, if
    you
    are unaware, this will be a brief question-and-answer session,
    will
    it not?”
  




  

    
Standing
    across the room, slightly frustrated, Detective Smith urged
    Detective
    Giles to continue. “Detective, proceed with the
    questioning.”
  



“

  
Do
  you own a Sig Sauer P229, 9 mm pistol?” Detective Giles
  asked.




  

    
Fredrick
    shook his head in disbelief. “Enough with the formalities. You
    are
    wasting my time. You know that I do. You know all of this
    remedial
    clerical bullshit. Ask what you truly want to know. Ask!
    
  


  

    

      
Ask
      already!
    
  


  

    
”
    Fredrick let out a vile and wicked laugh as if he were
    possessed.
  



“

  
I
  see here you graduated from MIT with a master’s in physics, Yale
  University with a PhD in neuroscience, and Harvard with a law
  degree,” Detective Giles said. “Our records indicate you passed
  the Florida bar exam at the age of twenty-five. Is this
  correct?”




  

    
Fredrick
    stood up and stretched out his chains with his hands to the
    sky.
    “Boring! Ask already! Ask about the girl! Go on! Do it!”
  



“

  
I
  think it would be helpful if you answered the questions we ask,
  not
  the questions you want us to ask,” Detective Giles said
  calmly.




  

    
Fredrick
    looked at Detective Giles, tilted his head, and whispered, “Is
    that
    what you think, Einstein?”
  




  

    
Detective
    Smith pulled Detective Giles aside. “We ask the questions,” he
    whispered. “We do not answer them. Stop letting him take
    control.
    Stay focused, and don’t let him get in your head.”
  



“

  
Understood,”
  Detective Giles said.



“

  
Do
  you mind if I put my feet up on the table?” Fredrick asked,
  taking
  his seat. “What is it you said to me, Detective Smith? Oh, yes, I
  remember, ‘It has been a day.’


  

    

    
  


  

    
”
  



“

  
No,
  you may not,” Detective Giles replied. Fredrick put his feet on
  the
  table to ascertain the degree of control the detective would
  maintain
  in the interrogation room. Unsure what to do, Detective Giles
  hesitated, then proceeded with the questioning, which made
  Fredrick
  grin.



“

  
Good
  boy,” Fredrick said to Detective Giles.




  

    
Detective
    Smith calmly approached the desk, then suddenly slammed the
    file he
    was holding onto the table. He sat down across from Fredrick
    and
    looked him straight in the eyes. Sitting up in his chair,
    Fredrick
    looked back fearlessly and leaned forward.
  



“

  
Now
  it’s time to play,” Fredrick said. “I see the junior detective
  gets to ask all the easy questions. The questions you already
  know
  the answers to. Is this to prevent him from feeling overwhelmed
  with
  performance anxiety? Are we now going to delve into the
  fundamental
  questions that will reveal the answers you truly seek, Detective
  Smith?”



“

  
Tell
  us about the child,” Detective Smith demanded.




  

    
Giddy,
    Fredrick said, “I appreciate your curiosity, Detective Smith.
    Interestingly, you bring up the topic of children again. As you
    know,
    I do not have any children, known or acknowledged, at this
    point in
    my life. It is a fact that some people find hard to believe.”
    
  





  

    
Fredrick
    looked toward Detective Giles. “It is essential to understand
    the
    concept of reproduction, Detective Giles. You see, when a man
    and a
    woman engage in sexual intercourse, there is a possibility of
    fertilizing the woman’s egg with the man’s semen, which can
    lead
    to the creation of a baby. As you may not yet understand this,
    let me
    explain it further. A man must take his erect penis and insert
    it
    into a woman’s vagina and release his seed inside her. His seed
    then swims in her vagina to her uterus and finds her egg, where
    the
    seed then fertilizes the egg, thus creating a baby. 
  




“

  
I
  understand this may be a new and complex topic for you, but I am
  confident that in time and with experience, you will gain a
  deeper
  understanding of what sexual intercourse is. Perhaps in the
  future,
  you will have the opportunity to learn more about this firsthand.
  Hell, maybe, just maybe, Detective Smith’s wife might teach you.
  I
  hear she likes to fuck. How many children are there, Detective?
  Seven
  at last count?”



“

  
Tell
  us about the child that was found unresponsive in the trunk of
  your
  car,” Detective Smith said.




  

    
Fredrick
    laughed. “Unresponsive? That is a fascinating way to put it.
    Although I am not an English major, I will go out on a limb and
    say
    that while ‘unresponsive’ is grammatically correct, it is not
    the
    correct adjective to be used here. Saying she was unresponsive
    suggests she could have been responsive, but, as we know, she
    was
    not. And while she was not responsive, she was most definitely
    not
    unresponsive. I do not know if you know this or not, Detective,
    but
    it would be physically impossible for her to be responsive or
    unresponsive in her present condition because her fucking head
    was
    sitting 
  


  

    

      
on
      her lap!
    
  


  

    

    What kind of a sick freak are you to think she could be
    responsive or
    unresponsive without a fucking head?”
  



“

  
Tell
  me about her,” Detective Smith said. “I’d like to know more
  about her. For starters, I’d like to know her name.”




  
Fredrick
  played coy. “I am completely clueless as to who you are referring
  to.”



“

  
I
  am referring to the girl you just clarified was unresponsive
  because
  she was decapitated. You know, the girl who was found in the
  trunk of
  your car. But you probably don’t know her name. That much, I
  believe. Tell me how she ended up in the trunk of your
  car.”




  
Fredrick
  acted confused. “She was in the trunk of my car? Oh, good lord,
  no!
  Say it is not true.”



“

  
You
  seem surprised, even though you were present when we found her in
  the
  trunk of your car. Are you the one who harmed her?”




  
Fredrick
  smiled. “Come on, Detective! It is impossible to think she could
  have removed her head by herself.”



“

  
I
  agree, she had help. Was it you who helped her? Is this your
  confession to her murder?”




  
Fredrick
  leaned in and tilted his head, speaking with a lower octave of
  his
  voice. “Oh, Detective, I did far worse than murder her. You can
  only see the tip of the iceberg regarding what I did to her. In
  fact,
  killing her would have been the nicest thing I did to her.” As
  Fredrick replied, all emotion vanished from his face. He stared
  at
  Detective Smith with a darkness in his eyes that could only be
  described as void of all human emotion.



“

  
What
  else did you do to her?”




  
Fredrick
  leaned back and smiled. “What do you think, genius? I wanted to
  have a baby with her. You remember our talk, Detective Giles.
  When a
  man inserts his penis into a woman’s vagina? You should try it
  sometime. You may find you like it.”




  
Detective
  Giles lost his temper. “A baby with her? She was only nine years
  old! How the fuck is she supposed to have a baby? She was a baby
  herself!”



“

  
Keep
  your composure, Detective,” Detective Smith instructed.




  
Fredrick
  smiled, laughing sadistically. “Yes, Junior Detective Giles. Keep
  your damn composure. Go and sit in the corner. Adults are talking
  here.”



“

  
How
  long has she been in the trunk of your car?” Detective Smith
  asked.



“

  
How
  long? Do I look like a forensic expert? I suggest you examine the
  accumulation of blood under her body and the degree of
  coagulation.
  The science will be able to provide the answers you seek,
  Detective.”



“

  
Fair
  enough. Why did you kill her?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Why
  not?” Fredrick answered.



“

  
Why
  did you cut her head off?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
I
  think it looks better on her lap, do you not agree?” Fredrick
  replied.



“

  
How
  did you cut her head off?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Probably
  one stroke at a time,” Fredrick said.



“

  
What
  tools did you use?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
Most
  likely one I purchased at the Home Depot,” Fredrick said
  sarcastically.



“

  
What
  specific tool did you purchase at Home Depot to remove her head?”
  Detective Smith asked.



“

  
I
  believe I once purchased a wood saw at Home Depot. I think I got
  it
  at a bargain price. It was half off. Not like her head, which is
  wholly off,” Fredrick said with a smile. “Get it? Whole off!
  C’mon, guys, that is some genius standup right there!” 





  
Detectives
  Smith and Giles stared blankly at Fredrick.



“

  
Okay,
  okay.” With great pride and excitement, waving his hands,
  Fredrick
  sang, “Back and forth. Back and forth,” as he demonstrated
  cutting her head off.




  
Detective
  Giles covered his mouth as if he were about to vomit. 




“

  
When
  did you meet her?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
I
  met her when I abducted her,” Fredrick replied.



“

  
Where
  did you abduct her?”



“

  
Where
  I met her. Keep up, Detective!” 




“

  
Have
  you ever done this before?” Detective Smith asked.




  
Fredrick
  laughed. “Are you serious? A person’s head can only be cut off
  once, Detective. So sadly, no. This would have been the one and
  only
  time I could have cut her head off.”



“

  
Have
  you committed this crime before this victim or since this
  victim?”



“

  
Cut
  someone’s head off or murder them?”



“

  
Yes,”
  Detective Smith said.




  
Fredrick
  smiled. “Yes.”



“

  
Have
  you killed more than one person?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
You
  know the answer to that, Detective.”



“

  
How
  do I know this exactly?” Detective Smith asked.




  
In
  an instantaneous rage, Fredrick yelled, “Do not patronize me,
  Detective. I know the forensic teams are scouring my house as we
  speak, and I know what they will find, or rather, have already
  found.
  You did not start this meeting without knowing what you already
  know.
  Do not talk to me as if I am some random, idiotic pervert off the
  street. I am who I am, and you will show me respect!”



“

  
How
  many people have you killed?”



“

  
Yes,”
  Fredrick replied.



“

  
Yes?”
  Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Aww,
  Detective, you must work harder for those answers. We would not
  want
  the game to culminate too quickly.”



“

  
Is
  this a game to you?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Life
  is but a game, Detective, played by fools for a childish God’s
  entertainment.”



“

  
What
  were you planning on doing with her remains?”



“

  
I
  was planning on a few more nights of intimacy with her, but you
  have
  interrupted that. Did you not?”



“

  
Where
  were you going to take her remains?” Detective Smith
  asked.



“

  
Ah,
  and there is the rub, Detective. I had a glorious plan for her,
  and
  you ruined it. May 21 would have been my big day. Now, I must
  improvise.”



“

  
What
  was going to happen on May 21?”



“

  
It
  is now moot, is it not?”



“

  
Assuming
  we did not arrest you, interrupting your grand plan, what would
  have
  happened on May 21?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
Welcome
  back, Detective. I was going to take her out?”



“

  
Out
  where?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
I
  was going to take her to dinner and a movie, but she lost her
  head.
  Sheesh. Women!”



“

  
What
  were your plans for her?” Detective Smith asked.




  
Pleased
  with Detective Smith’s composure and respect, Fredrick grinned.
  “I
  was thinking of a dark, quiet place where we could spend some
  quality
  time together.”



“

  
What
  place is that?”



“

  
My
  favorite place.”



“

  
Where
  might that be?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
It
  is not far from here.”



“

  
Are
  there other bodies there?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Other
  bodies?”



“

  
Is
  this your dumping ground?” Detective Giles clarified.




  
Fredrick
  grew annoyed. “Dumping ground? My children are not garbage,
  Detective. They are trophies. They are beautiful. They should be
  cherished and visited. They enjoy spending time with me, as I do
  with
  them.”



“

  
Where
  might this special place be?” Detective Smith asked. 





  
Fredrick
  smiled and offered no answer.




  
Moving
  on, Detective Smith asked, “Where did you meet her?”




  
Fredrick
  grinned. “You know my answer to that question already.”



“

  
You
  did not provide the ‘where’ the last time I asked you this
  question.”




  
Fredrick
  looked puzzled. “I did.”



“

  
How
  did you get her to go with you?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
I
  merely asked her. She was quite agreeable.”



“

  
Do
  you know her name?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Of
  course, I know her name. I know everything about her.”



“

  
What
  is her name?” Detective Giles asked.




  
Fredrick
  looked at Detective Giles. “What do you want to know? Do you want
  to know her name, or do you want to know what I call her?”



“

  
Yes.”




  
Fredrick
  smiled. “No, you may only choose one. Only one will lead you to
  where you must go.”



“

  
What
  is her name?”



“

  

    
Wrong!
  


  

  Her name is Annie Valentine, and she was nine years old. But that
  is
  not what I refer to her as.”



“

  
What
  do you refer to her as?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Fun
  Fact: I refer to my children by numbers. She has a specific
  number.
  However, you did not provide the correct answer, so you will not
  be
  rewarded with that information.”



“

  
Okay.
  We will come back to that. Why did you do it?”



“

  
Do
  what? You need to be more specific, Detective.”



“

  
Why
  did you kill her?”



“

  
I
  do what I do for the same reason you do what you do.”



“

  
I
  don’t kill children,” Detective Smith said.




  
Fredrick
  laughed. “Of course, you do not kill children. It is the same
  reason you are a detective. I feel like I have to spell
  everything
  out to you guys.”



“

  
The
  same reason I am a detective?” Detective Smith said. “This is my
  calling in life. I am called to put evil people like you behind
  bars.”



“

  
Exactly,”
  Fredrick said.



“

  
What
  are you getting at?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
Just
  like he is called to put—how did he word it—‘evil people like
  me behind bars,’ I am called to do what I do.”



“

  
My
  work is God’s work,” Detective Smith said. “Who calls you to do
  yours?”




  
Fredrick
  shook his head. “Neither God nor Satan has anything to do with
  your
  work or mine. We are simply who we are. There is no grand scheme
  behind who we are or what we do.”



“

  
Then
  what calls you to do what you do?”



“

  
Oh,
  my God! We just went over this. I do what I do the same way
  Junior
  Detective Giles breathes shallowly. It is natural.”



“

  
There
  is nothing natural about killing a little girl and removing her
  head,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
It
  is as natural to me in my world and my mind as your desire to
  suck
  your mother’s bosom when you were a mere infant. Who gets to
  decide?”




  
Seeing
  where the conversation was going, Detective Smith regained
  control.
  “Where did you meet her?”




  
Fredrick
  became irate. “This again?! Why are we talking in circles? You
  have
  already asked me this question twice, and we have discussed it at
  length. I will not continue to repeat myself because of your
  ineptitude to remember the information I have provided
  you.”



“

  
Fredrick,
  we just want to be thorough,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
Also,
  to be fair, you haven’t answered the question, Mr. Richardson,”
  Detective Smith said.



“

  
I
  understand interrogation techniques, detectives. You want to see
  if
  my answers are consistent or inconsistent enough to catch me in a
  lie. I have not lied to you, and I will not. I despise lying.
  Everything I tell you is the truth. I am not ashamed of anything
  I
  have done and, therefore, have nothing to hide. Look, I am aware
  that
  most people cowardly deny their actions and lie about having done
  them in an attempt to avoid going to prison. Hell, they even lie
  to
  themselves about having done them. I am not one of these people.
  I am
  proud of my actions and who I am as a man. I love being me. I am
  particularly pleased with my achievements.”



“

  
Your
  achievements have gotten you arrested and will likely send you to
  prison, if not to your death,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
I
  have no reason to believe I am going to prison.”



“

  
Well,
  I don’t remember us asking that specific question, Fredrick, so
  that is why I asked it,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
Do
  you need help, Detective? Here, let me help you. I remember it.
  The
  conversation went like this:


  

    

    
  


  
‘When
  did you meet her?’ you asked. Then I replied, ‘I met her when I
  abducted her.’ And you said, ‘Where did you abduct her?’



“

  
Then
  I wittingly said,


  

    

    
  


  
‘Where
  I met her. Keep up, Detective!’


  

    

    
  


  
Oh,
  by the way, you asked that question the first time at 5:25 a.m.
  To be
  more precise, it was 5:25:33:45. Please refer to the tape for
  confirmation. You will see I am correct. Go on. I will wait
  here.”




  
Detective
  Smith suggested taking a quick break to review the tape and see
  if
  Fredrick was correct. As they exited the room, Fredrick shouted,
  “You
  will see I am correct. Remember, gentlemen, I remember
  everything. I
  remember it all!” He laughed sadistically.




  
Detective
  Smith and Giles walked down the hall to the media room. They
  asked
  the technician to pull up the recording, and they both watched,
  writing down verbatim exactly what was said by whom. After
  reviewing
  the recording, they compared the video transcript to the notes
  taken
  during the interview with Fredrick. To their amazement, Fredrick
  was
  correct. He recalled the exact conversation word for word without
  error. A conversation that had transpired several hours before.
  But
  what amazed them most was that Fredrick provided the time of the
  conversation down to the second. The clock in the room only
  showed
  hours and minutes, yet Fredrick provided the seconds and even the
  milliseconds. 




“

  
Fuck,
  he does have a photographic memory,” Detective Giles said with
  surprise. “And he is so intelligent he can count milliseconds in
  his head while arguing his case during a murder
  interrogation?”



“

  
He’s
  smart,” Detective Smith said. “His brain is like a supercomputer.
  I will give him that.”



“

  
If
  he can remember all that, he can remember all of his victims,”
  Detective Giles said.



“

  
Which
  means he knows exactly who his victims are,” Detective Smith
  said.
  “He knows exactly when, where, and how he met them. He knows
  exactly what he did to them. More importantly, he knows exactly
  where
  he put their remains. He knows everything.”



“

  
But
  he won’t give that information up,” Detective Giles said. “He
  is playing with us.”



“

  
Right,
  we must ask the right questions to get the answers we
  want.”



“

  
Correct,”
  Detective Giles said. “But his intellect is remarkable. I can’t
  help but think the entire interview is just entertainment for
  him. We
  are missing something. It’s something significant, but I’m having
  trouble pinpointing exactly what it is. I think he is miles ahead
  of
  us. We’re playing catch-up, and we are far behind.”



“

  
Perhaps,
  but we can only work in the present. Let’s get back in there and
  do
  our job. We can get this guy.”



“

  
Agreed,”
  Detective Giles said.




  
As
  detectives Smith and Giles entered the room, they found Fredrick
  sitting on the desk, his handcuffs lying on the floor. He
  appeared to
  be in a trance-like state and was not responsive to the
  detectives
  entering the room. Both detectives slowly approached the table
  and
  walked carefully around Fredrick. Uncertain of what he would do,
  the
  detectives formulated a plan to secure him in the restraining
  devices. Detective Giles picked up the shackles and secured
  Fredrick’s right ankle. Meanwhile, Detective Smith procured the
  handcuffs and put them on Fredrick’s left wrist. 





  
Fredrick
  opened his eyes as the two men secured the second extremity. Both
  detectives froze, terror filling their hearts. Fredrick turned
  his
  head extremely slowly and looked at Detective Smith. Blood slowly
  began to drip from his mouth. Detectives Smith and Giles watched,
  terrified, as the blood poured from Fredrick’s mouth. He had
  bitten
  his tongue, filling his mouth with blood. Fredrick spat the blood
  in
  Detective Smith’s face, getting it in his eyes and mouth and
  covering the remainder of his face. “Since you will need my DNA,
  Detective, you can use this blood I give you!” Fredrick screamed,
  jumping on top of Detective Smith, laughing. “You look pretty.”
  Fredrick chuckled as he turned his head sideways.




  
Detective
  Giles grabbed Fredrick by the waist and tried to pull him off
  Detective Smith. 





  
Fredrick
  spun out of the hold and positioned himself behind Detective
  Giles,
  wrapped his arms and hands around Detective Giles’s throat, and
  aligned the V of his elbow with Detective Giles’s Adam’s apple.
  Almost immediately, several armed officers kicked in the door and
  aimed their firearms at Fredrick, all yelling demands at
  him.



“

  
Let
  him go!” one officer shouted.



“

  
Put
  your hands up!” another yelled.



“

  
Get
  on the ground!” a third officer screamed.




  
Calmly,
  Fredrick released Detective Giles. “Well, which command is it,
  fellas? Hands up, or lie on the ground? When you contradict
  yourselves, it makes surrendering difficult.” 





  
Detective
  Giles turned around and, with a raspy voice, instructed the
  officers
  to ‘Take him down.’ One of the uniformed officers fired their
  stun gun, striking Fredrick in the chest. Fifty thousand volts of
  electricity rapidly flowed through Fredrick’s body. To everyone’s
  surprise, Fredrick looked at the electrodes and laughed. “You can
  do better than that. You are all incomp—” 





  
Another
  jolt surged from a second stun gun. This time, one hundred
  thousand
  volts rampaged through his body, immediately causing Fredrick to
  collapse. The officers quickly closed in on Fredrick and secured
  his
  extremities with chains, shackles, and cuffs. Once resecured, the
  officers lifted Fredrick and placed him in the chair. Each
  officer
  then took a corner of the room.



“

  
What
  the fuck is wrong with you?” a scared and shaken Detective Giles
  yelled at Fredrick. “You tried to kill me!”




  
Fredrick,
  shaken and dazed from being tased, replied, “On the contrary. It
  does not take much pressure to crush one’s trachea. If I wanted
  to
  kill you, Detective, you would be dead.”




  
Detective
  Smith got to his feet. “While I appreciate your effort to speed
  things up with the DNA testing, I do not think the DNA you
  provided
  will suffice, as my DNA will have contaminated it. With your
  permission, we would like to get another sample from you. Perhaps
  by
  utilizing our medical staff this time around?”



“

  
At
  least you appreciate my efforts to be cooperative, Detective. I
  am
  happy my actions are not lost on you.”



“

  
Your
  actions are those of a psychopath,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
How
  old are you, Detective Giles?” asked Fredrick. “Twenty-five,
  Twenty-eight?”



“

  
None
  of your fucking business,” Detective Giles answered.



“

  
No
  matter. If I had my way, Detective, I would have snuffed you out
  twenty years ago.”



“

  
Right,
  because you can only target and harm small children. Because they
  are
  unable to defend themselves. You aren’t brave enough to hunt
  adults
  or, more specifically, grown men who are capable of defending
  themselves. Only small, weak, harmless children.”



“

  
Do
  you know anything about Transformers, Detective Giles?”



“

  
Transformers?”
  he replied.



“

  
Not
  the electrical device that conducts electricity and controls
  circuit
  voltage. I am referring to the cartoon. You know, Optimus Prime,
  the
  Decepticons, etc. Anyway, my point is I am like a Transformer.
  There
  is more than meets the eye.”



“

  
The
  only thing I see is a psychopath who preys on small
  children.”



“

  
You
  see what I want you to see, nothing more.”



“

  
It
  doesn’t matter how you see yourself in your mind. Society will
  deem
  you a monster.”



“

  
Because
  you have limited information about me, you cannot even begin
  comprehending who I am. Subsequently, do not pretend to know
  me.”



“

  
It’s
  7:23 a.m.,” Detective Smith said. “How about we take a
  break?”




  
Detectives
  Smith and Giles left the room, positioning themselves just
  outside
  the doorway before shutting the door. Detective Giles leaned in
  and
  whispered, “Have you ever seen anything like this before?”



“

  
No.”



“

  
Have
  you ever met anyone as intelligent as him?” Detective Giles
  asked.



“

  
One
  person. Brian Ross. Perhaps he could help us better understand
  him.”



“

  
Would
  he help us?” Detective Giles asked.



“

  
I
  don’t see why not. He’s a public defender. This guy will get one
  of those Jonny Cochran-type lawyers to defend him, so I doubt
  there
  would be a conflict of interest.”



“

  
You
  should call him immediately,” Detective Giles said. “We need help
  now. Not later.”




  
Detective
  Smith opened the door and yelled, “Mr. Richardson, do you need to
  use the restroom?”



“

  
The
  only thing I need is my lawyer. His name is Brian Ross.”




  
Detective
  Smith and Detective Giles looked at each other in disbelief, and
  the
  former responded with what they were both certainly thinking,
  “What
  the fuck is going on here?”
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Brian
  arrived at the James A. Haley Veterans Affairs Hospital in Tampa,
  Florida, for his weekly therapy session focused on Post Traumatic
  Stress Disorder (PTSD). 





  
While
  waiting in the lobby, Brian put on his AirPods, turning on his
  playlist in hopes of reducing his anxiety. “Man in the Box” by
  Alice in Chains played. Brian believed the song couldn’t be any
  more appropriate for the situation as he listened to the lyrics
  and
  contemplated his past trauma from Afghanistan. 





  
He
  knew his therapist would ask him to discuss it in today’s
  session,
  so he tried to anticipate her questions by preparing his
  responses. 





  
After
  a few minutes, another veteran in the waiting area poked Brian
  and
  asked him if his name was being called. Brian looked up to see a
  staff member smiling in his direction. He walked over to her and
  apologized.



“

  
Sorry
  about that,” Brian said.




  
Brian
  followed the nurse to her office, where she took and recorded his
  vitals, introducing herself as Victoria.



“

  
Now,
  I need to ask you a few intake questions.”




  
Brian
  sighed. “I know the routine. I don’t think all this is necessary,
  but I know you’ll still ask.”



“

  
Sir,
  have you had any thoughts that you are better off dead or made
  any
  attempt at harming yourself?”



“

  
No,
  and no.”



“

  
Do
  you feel safe at home?” Victoria asked.



“

  
Usually
  I do, but not when I’ve upset my wife,” Brian joked.



“

  
At
  this time, do you have reason to believe your wife is meant to
  harm
  you, Mr. Ross?”



“

  
She’s
  five months pregnant and very hormonal. So, who knows? Women are
  capable of pretty much anything when they are pregnant.”



“

  
I
  know that’s true,” Victoria said, finally joking in reply. “At
  the moment, are you using any substances like alcohol, illegal
  drugs,
  or marijuana?”



“

  
I
  only use chocolate for medicinal purposes.”



“

  
Is
  the chocolate illicit, Mr. Ross?”



“

  
It
  probably should be,” Brian joked. “My stomach thinks it
  is.”




  
Victoria
  stared at Brian without emotion, prompting him to reply,
  “No.”



“

  
Are
  you experiencing any pain right now?”



“

  
No
  physical pain.”



“

  
Thank
  you, Mr. Ross. I will inform Dr. Thompson that you are
  here.”



“

  
Are
  you going to ask me if I want to hurt anyone? I think this is a
  reasonable question, given your other questions. Why is this
  question
  not a part of the intake?”




  
Victoria
  glanced at Brian, paused for a moment, and asked, “Mr. Ross, have
  you considered, planned, or tried to harm anyone?”



“

  
Only
  bad people. You know, like terrorists and warlords?”



“

  
That’s
  not very humorous, Mr. Ross.” 




“

  
No.
  Not at this moment. Not even bad people.”




  
Victoria
  collected her notes. “All right, Mr. Ross. I will fetch Dr.
  Thompson. Please remain here.”




  
Brian
  had been sitting in the office for several minutes and became
  bored.
  So, like any normal bored person, he started going through the
  office
  drawers. He took out a stethoscope and pretended to take his
  pulse.
  Unbeknownst to Brian, Dr. Heather Thompson entered the room. She
  quietly observed him talking to himself, pretending to play
  doctor.



“

  
Perhaps
  a career change is in your future, Mr. Ross!” Dr. Thompson said
  playfully.




  
Embarrassed,
  Brian fumbled the stethoscope and tried to put it away quickly.
  “I
  was just . . . um . . . You see . . .
  I got bored,” Brian explained.




  
Dr.
  Thompson smiled. “I am surprised to see you today.”



“

  
Yeah,
  I’ve missed a few sessions.”



“

  
A
  few sessions? It’s been fourteen weeks since you last came in. I
  removed you from my schedule altogether. You can imagine my
  surprise
  when I saw you on the calendar for this week.”



“

  
I
  didn’t want to return after our last session,” Brian said. “It
  was too much for me. I didn’t want to deal with it.”



“

  
And
  now? Why are you here today?” she asked.



“

  
Carolyn
  made me come.”



“

  
If
  you don’t want to be here, Mr. Ross, you can leave. There are
  plenty of other people I could be helping today.”



“

  
No.
  I want to be here,” Brian said thoughtfully. “Well, actually, I
  don’t. However, I know I need help and cannot do it alone. So,
  here
  I am.”



“

  
How
  are you today?”



“

  
I’m
  here, aren’t I?” Brian replied rudely.



“

  
That
  indicates a presence, Mr. Ross, not a mindset. I asked about your
  well-being, not your location.”



“

  
Let’s
  just get this over with.”




  
Dr.
  Thompson smiled. “Get it over with? Do you think resolving your
  PTSD will happen in a single session?”



“

  
I
  suppose that depends on your skills in this field.”



“

  
I
  consider myself quite proficient at my work,” Dr. Thompson
  replied.
  “However, it is you who must do most of the hard work, Mr.
  Ross.”



“

  
Let’s
  just proceed.”



“

  
I
  understand you experienced some traumatic events in Afghanistan.
  Why
  don’t you share them with me?”




  
Brian
  inhaled deeply and exhaled. “The date was May 21, 2014. My team,
  SEAL Team Eight, had just received a briefing for a rescue
  mission. 




“

  
A
  few days prior, two French Aérospatiale SA 330 Puma helicopters
  were
  downed by a dust storm. Enemy forces took twenty-two NATO
  soldiers
  and civilians captive, including a French brigadier general.
  According to intelligence, an enemy terrorist cell had taken
  possession of the prisoners and moved them to a town near the
  Iranian
  border.


  

    

    Our mission was twofold: kill the terrorists, destroy their
    base
    camp, and rescue the hostages. Covert video surveillance showed
    the
    terrorists beating and torturing the prisoners. The men were
    severely
    beaten, and both the men and the women were raped repeatedly.
    The
    terrorist cell even posted some of their work on the internet.
    The
    videos were pretty disturbing. 
  




“

  
However,
  up to this point, we believed none of the hostages had been
  killed.
  After our mission briefing, my team convened with Commander
  Greene.
  We reviewed the plan and examined the intelligence and satellite
  images. We performed our weapons checks and inspected one
  another. We
  were ready to go. 




“

  
I
  recall Petty Officer Comanche had a habit of tying a pair of his
  wife’s panties to his belt, claiming it brought him good luck.
  Chief Eagan asked about the color of the panties, and Petty
  Officer
  Comanche revealed they were red. Petty Officer Smith joked that
  red
  was a bad-luck color and suggested he change them to a different
  color. 




“

  
Commander
  Greene intervened, gathered us, and provided a last-minute
  intelligence update. He cautioned that Iranian artillery pieces
  had
  been detected near the border adjacent to the terrorist camp and
  that
  we needed to remain vigilant for potential incoming fire from
  their
  side of the border. 




“

  
Petty
  Officer Cunningham remarked that the Iranians couldn’t hit the
  broadside of a barn, assuring us we had nothing to fear.
  Commander
  Greene had us re-brief the mission, step by step, five times to
  ensure we understood our tasks. We conducted a radio
  communications
  check and loaded our birds. Two Windowmakers.



“

  
Windowmakers?”
  Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
CV-22
  Osprey. A transportation airship.”



“

  
Please
  continue.”



“

  
We
  flew under the cover of darkness. The flight was routine and
  uneventful. Well, except for the fact that Petty Officer
  Lewinski,
  our communications officer, played ‘Bodies’ by Drowning Pool over
  the flight comms. Commander Greene didn’t complain about it, so
  we
  listened to the music and got pumped up for the mission.
  Approximately two clicks from our Landing Zone—the LZ—the music
  suddenly cut off, and simultaneously, a loud explosion occurred
  on
  our left flank. 




“

  
A
  surface-to-air missile—a SAM—hit the first bird. The missile was
  fired from the Iranian side of the border. Commander Greene’s
  CV-22
  spiraled out of control and crashed into the ground. Our pilot
  somehow avoided the incoming missile aimed at us and then made a
  hard
  landing. All eight of my SEALs and all four of the aircrew were
  uninjured. 




“

  
However,
  our bird was severely damaged during the landing. We grouped up
  and
  began making our way to the downed bird. We heard gunfire in the
  distance and moved as quickly as we could to the site. By the
  time we
  got there, the enemy had taken all the surviving teammates
  prisoner,
  except for two. One of my teammates, who was critically wounded,
  and
  one of the flight crew, who was uninjured, remained. Everyone
  else
  was either dead or missing. 




“

  
Among
  the missing were Commander Greene and Petty Officer Pat Smith.
  Smith
  was my best friend, and we had been friends since childhood. I
  was
  determined to retrieve them and continue with the mission. We
  called
  the base ship and informed them of the attack. They ramped up
  SEAL
  Team Ten but told us it would be twenty minutes or more before
  they
  arrived. I didn’t think the prisoners had that much time. We
  gathered the injured teammate, Petty Officer Lewinski, and
  returned
  to our bird to treat his wounds. Then my eight SEALs and three of
  the
  AWS made our way to the terrorist camp.”



“

  
AWS?”
  Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
Aircrewmen
  with weapons systems. They are specialized navy personnel trained
  for
  search-and-rescue missions. Not quite as badass as a SEAL but
  better
  than the Air Force or Army.”



“

  
Please
  continue.”



“

  
We
  quickly established a defensive position to the west of the camp
  and
  awaited assistance,” Brian said. “Our initial enemy contact was
  with a small patrol, probably a reconnaissance unit. We ambushed
  them
  and killed or captured them without discharging our weapons. We
  had
  neutralized six of them in hand-to-hand combat and taken three
  captive. I think it’s obvious, but I’ll spell it out. The men the
  SEALs attacked were killed. The men the AWS attacked were the
  ones
  captured. Anyhow, one by one, I tortured them and killed them
  until
  the last one told me what I wanted to know about the camp. Once I
  had
  the information I needed, I killed him too.”



“

  
Do
  you have concerns about your actions regarding these three men?”
  Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
On
  one hand, they were unarmed and had surrendered. On the other
  hand,
  they had captured my men along with twenty-two other prisoners. I
  needed to understand their location and numbers to devise a new
  attack strategy. At that moment, I believed my actions were
  necessary. Now, years later, it continues to trouble me.”



“

  
We
  will address that another time. Please continue,” Dr. Thompson
  responded.



“

  
I
  radioed the information I learned to SEAL Team Ten. They devised
  a
  plan and briefed me over the radio. Nobody ever asked me how I
  got
  that information. The first friendly support we received came in
  the
  form of a Predator Unmanned Aerial Vehicle, a UAV. While it does
  carry a payload, we viewed its video feed and communications
  relay as
  its primary function. 




“

  
We
  monitored the activity at the camp while waiting for SEAL Team
  Ten to
  arrive. We knew time was of the essence, but we didn’t have a
  force
  large enough to assault the camp. So we had to wait. A second
  predator arrived and kept an eye on the Iranian border city of
  Sanjarani to the west and the Afghan city of Zaranj to the
  southeast.
  




“

  
Once
  SEAL Team Ten landed and was in the fight, we assaulted the camp.
  Unfortunately, the enemy executed Commander Greene before we
  could
  get close enough to prevent it. Once we arrived, we executed our
  plan. Each team conducted their tasks, and we freed all
  twenty-two
  hostages, as well as recovered my three teammates and the AWS.
  Unbeknownst to us, there were an additional nineteen Afghan
  hostages
  released as well. Between the two SEAL teams, the close air
  support—CAS—and the AWTs, we destroyed the fuck out of that camp.
  If it moved, it died.”



“

  
That
  had to make you feel good,” Dr. Thompson said. “Getting all the
  hostages and your men back alive.”



“

  
The
  victory was short-lived. One of the predators detected a large
  enemy
  unit advancing from Zaranj. We couldn’t fit everyone on the
  rescue
  helicopters, so the SEAL teams remained behind. We provided cover
  fire while the UAVs launched their payloads at the approaching
  force.
  Our three teams quickly fortified defensive positions south of
  the
  camp. We delayed the enemy as long as possible, but their numbers
  increased rapidly, forcing us to fall back. 




“

  
Before
  long, we found ourselves on the camp’s northern side, with the
  enemy on the south. The enemy aimed to secure the camp, while we
  chose to destroy it using close air support. Two FA-18 Hornets
  had
  just arrived, and we directed them to strike the camp. A brief
  battle
  erupted, and we emerged triumphant. However, chaos immediately
  ensued
  when artillery from Russian 155 self-propelled guns targeted our
  locations, and Iranian 120 mm mortars hit our sniper positions.
  




“

  
As
  we took cover, the broken enemy forces regrouped and launched an
  assault from the south. A fierce firefight ensued. Artillery
  rounds,
  mortar rounds, rocket-propelled grenades—RPGs—machine gun fire,
  and small arms fire were all directed at our positions. Luckily
  for
  us, two Army Air Weapons Teams, comprised of four Apache
  helicopters,
  responded and inflicted hell on the enemy. Our two FA-18s
  received
  clearance to engage the Russian and Iranian forces across the
  Iranian
  border. After delivering their ordinance alongside the Apache
  helicopters, we decimated the enemy forces. 




“

  
Unfortunately,
  it came at a cost. I lost several comrades, including my best
  friend,
  Pat Smith. All of us were wounded and needed medical care. Once I
  was
  aboard my ship, I lay in a hospital bed, replaying the mission in
  my
  mind, struggling to understand how everything had gone so wrong.
  Coming to terms with the loss of Pat and my team was extremely
  difficult. Of my sixteen-man SEAL team, only four of us made it
  out.
  I felt completely broken, both emotionally and mentally. To add
  insult to injury, I was awarded the Navy Cross, a Silver Star, a
  Bronze Star, and a Purple Heart.”



“

  
Do
  you think you could have done anything differently?” Dr. Thompson
  asked.



“

  
I
  think about it every day. I continually search for a different
  outcome.”



“

  
That’s
  a common reaction to trauma,” Dr. Thompson said. “Often, we
  struggle to accept its outcome, and we either consciously or
  subconsciously look for alternative results that resonate more
  with
  our desired feelings rather than the reality of how we
  feel.”



“

  
I
  don’t want to feel different,” Brian said. “I want to feel
  anger. I deserve to suffer.”



“

  
That’s
  complete nonsense, sailor, and you know it! No one deserves to
  suffer. Feeling angry is a normal part of the healing process.
  However, being trapped in anger is a problem, and I’m here to
  help
  you address it.”



“

  
Well,
  that’s just part of the story,” Brian said. “There’s more to
  May 21st.”



“

  
Go
  on,” Dr. Thompson said.



“

  
After
  the award ceremony, I submitted my resignation. I couldn’t
  continue
  any longer. All three of us resigned. Chief Petty Officer Thomas,
  Petty Officer 3rd Class Reed, and I resigned on the same day. The
  next day, I learned that Petty Officer 2nd Class Randle had also
  resigned. A year later, Chief Petty Officer Thomas took his own
  life.
  The following year, I was involved in a car accident that
  resulted in
  the death of my pregnant wife, Shanna. 




“

  
The
  subsequent year, I gave up on life and became homeless. At that
  point, I was struggling with alcoholism and drug addiction. I
  didn’t
  give a shit if I lived or died. I was already dead inside. What
  did
  my flesh matter? It was then that Detective Smith intervened,
  funding
  my rehabilitation and leveraging connections to secure
  scholarships
  for law school after I completed my treatment. 




“

  
When
  I was in law school, I met my wife, Carolyn. That is when I
  decided
  to change my life. Or attempt to. I listened to ‘The Wrong Side
  of
  Heaven and the Righteous Side of Hell’ by Five Finger Death Punch
  a
  lot. The lyrics of that song speak to me. It’s as if they knew me
  and what I’ve experienced. Since I couldn’t drink or do drugs
  anymore, music became my new therapy. 




“

  
Anyhow,
  despite my efforts to turn my life around, challenges continued
  to
  mount. After starting at the public defender’s office, my first
  case involved defending my former teammate, Reed, on murder
  charges.
  I was still a mess and began drinking heavily due to the thought
  of
  losing Reed. 




“

  
He
  was convicted because of my ineptitude and tragically died during
  a
  prison fight on May 21st, 2022. And now, here I am. I lost my
  best
  friend, my teammates, my career, my wife, my child, and a
  teammate on
  May 21st. How do you recommend I deal with my May 21st dilemma,
  Dr.
  Thompson?



“

  
We’ll
  tackle one session and one topic at a time,” Dr. Thompson said.
  “This process might take weeks, months, or even years. While it
  won’t be easy or swift, I assure you that with dedication, you
  can
  return to your daily life. Many veterans have faced similar
  challenges and are now enjoying fulfilling and successful lives.
  You
  can achieve that, too, Brian. 




“

  
Ultimately,
  it’s up to you to decide what you want for yourself and your
  family. No one can force you into this. You need to want it for
  yourself. The love of others will only get you so far. You will
  have
  to foster some self-love to succeed.”




  
Brian
  shrugged his shoulders. 




“

  
I
  have an opening this Thursday at 7:00 a.m.,” Dr. Thompson said.
  “Are you free then?”



“

  
I
  will see you then.” As he walked out, Brian put his AirPods in
  and
  hit play on his playlist. “Stressed Out” by Twenty One Pilots
  began to play.
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The
reluctant, semi-dedicated public defender’s office employee, Brian
Ross, exited his Uber. Upon opening the car door, a gust of wind
blew
all the paperwork he was holding from his hand. “Oh, c’mon!” he
griped.
  




  
Brian
  frantically tried to catch the moving papers, stomping on them
  with
  his casual Cole Haan shoes. Mindy, the Uber driver who had been
  taking him to work every day for five years, asked, “Would you
  like
  help gathering your papers, sir?”



“

  
No,
  I got it,” Brian said as he tried to catch some papers but missed
  them.



“

  
Are
  you sure you don’t need any help? You look silly dancing in the
  wind in a suit. Besides, it won’t be any bother,” Mindy
  insisted.



“

  
You
  are too kind, but I will manage. There are just a few more to
  get.
  One here, and one there. Got you! And finally, the last one.
  


  

    
Done!
  


  
”
  Brian yelled with enthusiasm as he raised his hands in
  victory.



“

  
Well
  done, sir,” Rick, the plaza doorman, said in
  congratulations.



“

  
If
  only you could have electronic papers, like an e-file or
  something,”
  Mindy chirped. “If you used those, you wouldn’t have to chase the
  papers in the wind. Someone should invent that. Oh, wait, they
  already have.”



“

  
I
  like actual papers,” Brian said with disdain. “I can write on
  them and highlight them. It’s easier.”



“

  
You
  can do that electronically as well!”



“

  
She’s
  right, Brian,” Rick said. “The world has modernized and is
  digital now.”



“

  
Oh,
  now you are an expert on modern technology, Rick?”



“

  
All
  righty then. See you again tomorrow?” Mindy asked.



“

  
Maybe,”
  Brian said. “I may get a car by then.” A comment he had made
  daily for three years.




  
Mindy
  smiled. “Okay, see you tomorrow.”




  
Brian
  pondered momentarily as he checked the time on his watch. “Yes,
  yes. I’ll see you tomorrow.”



“

  
Hello,
  Mr. Ross,” Rick said. “It’s a beautiful day. A great day for
  dancing, I’m told.”



“

  
Good
  morning,” Brian said, looking displeased. “Every day is a
  beautiful day above ground, Rick. No comment on the dancing, and
  you
  didn’t see anything!”



“

  
See
  what, Brian?” Rick asked.



“

  
Exactly,”
  Brian said.



“

  
How
  about that Bucs game? Or perhaps the Bulls game? Maybe the
  Lightning?” Rick said.



“

  
Sorry,
  but I don’t have time to talk today. I am running late as usual.
  We’ll catch up later! Go Bucs, go Bulls, go Bolts!” Brian yelled
  as he hurried through the open doors to the elevator.




  
Rick
  smiled warmly. “Have a pleasant day, Mr. Ross.”




  
Brian
  often ran late due to his early morning PTSD therapy sessions at
  the
  VA. Already frazzled by his earlier session, he attempted to
  hurry
  past his secretary, Cynthia Rodriguez. Hoping to avoid getting
  caught
  up in a conversation with her, Brian tried to sneak past. 





  
However,
  Cynthia, a sixty-eight-year-old widow of Mexican descent who was
  a
  self-described “world’s greatest secretary,” had no intention
  of letting Brian get by without talking. “Good morning, Mr.
  Ross,”
  she said warmly, noticeably checking him out from head to
  toe.




  
Having
  spent forty-two years at the public defender’s office, Cynthia
  was
  like an adoptive mother figure to most office employees,
  excluding
  Brian. Brian had a way of bringing out a different side of her.
  Cynthia’s kind greetings typically lifted Brian’s spirits,
  setting a positive tone for the day, but today, Brian seemed
  distraught and distracted.



“

  
Did
  you hear the news this morning? It’s quite concerning, isn’t it?”
  Cynthia said.




  
Brian
  shook his head no. “I haven’t caught up with it yet. Right now, I
  could use a cup of coffee and a moment at my desk before diving
  into
  the day.”



“

  
Of
  course,” she said, “but Mr. Harlem needs to see you immediately.
  It sounded really important. I suggest meeting him before
  grabbing
  your mood-altering medicine.”




  
With
  a defeated expression, Brian straightened up and took a deep
  breath
  to encourage himself to head to Mr. Harlem’s office. Brian
  dreaded
  getting meaningless cases in which the state took advantage of
  people
  for trivial crimes because they could not afford the legal fees
  to
  retain reputable counsel. Ruminating about the possibility of
  another
  such case, Brian stood there, motionless. He took another deep
  breath. “For fuck’s sake, I do not need another bullshit
  case.”



“

  
Brian
  Ross!”



“

  
Cynthia,
  I only want five minutes to clear my head. Is that too much to
  ask?”



“

  
You
  better get your ass in Mr. Harlem’s office, most tic,
  sailor!”




  
After
  a few moments, Brian slowly approached Mr. Harlem’s office with
  little enthusiasm. 





  
Cynthia
  smiled supportively. “You’ve got this, Brian!”



“

  
Thanks,”
  Brian said.




  
As
  Brian walked past her desk and down the hall, Cynthia’s head
  followed him, her eyes settling on his buttocks. “By the way,
  Brian, great choice of pants! They fit nicely.”




  
Brian
  stopped in his tracks, closed his eyes, and shook his head in
  disbelief, partially in denial that a sixty-eight-year-old woman
  was
  checking him out and partially offended that he was being
  objectified. “I appreciate the compliment, Cynthia, but I think
  there are rules for this type of behavior. We definitely should
  keep
  it professional around here. What do you think? Can you do that?”
  he asked.



“

  
What?
  Oh yes, of course. Professional. I’m a professional. I’m a
  professional at everything I do. And I do mean everything,
  Brian,”
  she said with a seductive grin and a wink. Brian’s eyes widened,
  and he tried to pretend to laugh, making the moment more awkward.
  To
  avoid worsening the situation, Brian continued down the hall
  toward
  Mr. Harlem’s office.




  
Brian
  loved being a lawyer and studying law, but he was less than
  thrilled
  about working at the public defender’s office. Still, any aspect
  of
  the law fascinated him, as he loved the intricacies it offered.
  Brian
  would often argue the nuances of the law and was amazed by how
  the
  same piece of evidence could prove or disprove an argument,
  depending
  on which side one found themself on. As a result, he often
  pondered
  whether the truth existed in law at all. For Brian, the truth
  didn’t
  matter. Instead, who was the better litigator, manipulator, and
  arguer decided the outcome of cases.




  
Brian
  reached the end of the hallway and knocked on Mr. Harlem’s door.
  




“

  
Come
  on in, Brian,” Mr. Harlem yelled.




  
Chadwick
  Harlem was a distinguished Cornell Law graduate who dedicated
  himself
  to serving as the public defender for the State of Florida’s
  Tampa
  office. Unlike most lawyers, he never aspired to be a
  fortune-seeker,
  a prominent judge, or a political figure. Like Brian, Mr. Harlem
  was
  in love with the law itself. He dedicated his life to ensuring
  that
  those financially less fortunate were given the best
  representation
  their limited means could afford. But it wasn’t always this way
  for
  him. 





  
His
  legal journey began as a renowned lawyer in New York. However,
  after
  facing challenges with a few high-profile cases, Mr. Harlem
  rebranded
  himself within the Tampa Public Defenders’ Office. He often
  touted
  his decision to pursue a career as a public defender, reflecting
  his
  deep-seated dedication to justice and fairness. With more than
  thirty
  years of legal experience, Mr. Harlem’s expertise and unwavering
  principles made him a valuable asset and a positive role model
  for
  Brian.




  
Brian
  entered Mr. Harlem’s office and sat, passively and aggressively,
  in
  one of the two chairs next to the giant glass window facing the
  city
  skyline. These two chairs were also conveniently the farthest two
  seats in the office from Mr. Harlem’s desk. 




“

  
You
  wanted to see me?” Brian said as he gazed out the window at the
  Tampa skyline.




  
Unfazed
  by Brian’s antics, Mr. Harlem said, “Who is Mr. Fredrick
  Richardson to you?”




  
Brian
  hastily searched for any recollection of the name, but to no
  avail.
  With a puzzled look, he replied, “Who?” as he stared out the
  window, refusing to make eye contact with Mr. Harlem.



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson. Fredrick Richardson? Fredrick Edgar Allan
  Richardson,”
  Mr. Harlem repeated.



“

  
I’ve
  no clue to whom you are referring. What is this about?” Brian
  asked, a bit of annoyance creeping into his voice.



“

  
No?
  Well, it appears he knows you. He requested that you represent
  him by
  name. We received the request about an hour ago from the City of
  Tampa Police Department.”




  
Intrigued,
  Brian reluctantly looked at Mr. Harlem. “Okay, that does not
  change
  the fact that I do not know him. What does he need representation
  for?”




  
Reading
  a fax, Mr. Harlem paraphrased. “He was arrested early this
  morning
  on charges of capital murder.”




  
Surprised,
  Brian jumped up and hurried over to Mr. Harlem’s desk, took the
  paper from his hand, and began to read the facsimile. “Did you
  say
  charges with an 


  

    
s
  


  
?
  As in plural charges?” Brian said with excitement.




  
With
  a less-than-thrilled demeanor, Mr. Harlem retorted, “Upwards of
  eight or nine, or so the facsimile reads.” He grabbed the
  facsimile
  back from Brian.



“

  
Eight
  or nine? Was it a mass murder?” Brian asked. “I don’t recall
  any shootings of late. Then again, I rarely watch the
  news.”



“

  
You
  would be the last person I would expect to watch the news. To
  answer
  your questions, no. It does not appear it was a mass shooting,”
  Mr.
  Harlem said.




  
Wearing
  a slight smile and thoroughly amused, Brian said, “So . . .
  is he a serial killer?”



“

  
Allegedly,”
  Mr. Harlem said firmly. “Brian, the law is unambiguous. A man is
  innocent until proven guilty.”



“

  
Right.
  Innocent until proven guilty. Then why are people found not
  guilty
  instead of found innocent? Why is that?”




  
Without
  acknowledging Brian’s sarcasm, Mr. Harlem said, “Here’s the
  rub, Brian. This man 


  

    
is
  


  

  guilty. The entire world knows it, which means the prosecution
  knows
  it, which means there is very little we can do to change the
  outcome
  of this case.”



“

  
What?
  How is that?” Brian asked, confused. “What happened to the
  innocent until proven guilty speech?”



“

  
Unfortunately,
  there is a video—one that shows Mr. Richardson’s apprehension. In
  this video, there is the body of one of his alleged victims—the
  body of a small child. The child was found in the trunk of his
  car,”
  Mr. Halem explained. “And Brian, the child, was
  decapitated.”




  
Brian
  slammed his left hand on the desk, startling Mr. Harlem. “What?
  How
  did that happen? This isn’t justice. Society will be prejudiced
  against our client before the case even begins. People will call
  for
  him to be strung up on the streetlights.”




  
Quickly
  asserting his position in the hierarchy, Mr. Harlem yelled back
  at
  Brian, “You will keep your composure in my office, Counselor! Do
  you understand me?”




  
Slightly
  alarmed, Brian stepped back, took a deep breath, and nodded in
  agreement. 




“

  
They
  already are, Brian. If you’d watch the news occasionally, you’d
  know this.” Mr. Harlem continued, “Apparently, the arrest was
  live-streamed by a bystander, and the video has since gone viral.
  By
  now, everyone has seen it. And I do mean everyone. Any potential
  juror has probably already seen it, making it difficult to change
  the
  minds of those who have. A not guilty verdict will be
  tough.”



“

  
Not
  everyone has seen it,” Brian teased.




  
Disappointed
  and aggravated, Mr. Harlem countered, “That’s not surprising.
  You’re not a part of this world, are you, Brian? You’re too busy
  navigating your past lives. I try my best to support you, and
  while I
  do have sympathy for you, you need to wake up and catch up to the
  real world because the real world just came knocking on your
  door,
  and it’s about to kick your ass. Brian, I am presenting you with
  a
  once-in-a-lifetime case that will shape the rest of your career.
  You
  cannot afford to fuck this up. Are you ready for this? It’s now
  or
  never!”



“

  
Yes?”
  Brian joked.



“

  
Are
  you prepared to take on this case? Are you 100 percent certain
  you
  can go all in?”



“

  
I’ve
  never been more ready for anything, sir.”



“

  
Good,”
  Mr. Harlem said. “Please take the lead on this. You can have Jake
  Janick as your junior partner. Although he just graduated from
  law
  school, he excels as a researcher and litigator. Use him, Brian.
  Use
  him wisely. This case has already garnered significant attention
  from
  the media and government. I am not expecting any miracles here,
  Brian. Just make sure our client’s rights are protected. At this
  point, that’s pretty much all anyone should expect out of this
  case.”



“

  
Easy
  enough. And, sir, thank you,” Brian said with genuine desire and
  fire. As he walked out of the office, he turned back. “I find it
  interesting.”



“

  
What
  do you find interesting, Brian?” Mr. Harlem asked.



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson’s initials. They spell F.E.A.R.—


  

    
fear
  


  
—which
  is appropriate for a serial killer. Do you think that’s a
  coincidence?”



“

  
Get
  to work, Mr. Ross!”




  
Brian
  walked out of Mr. Harlem’s office, where Cynthia awaited.



“

  
I
  haven’t seen you this excited and happy since I patted you on the
  ass at the office Christmas party,” Cythnia said
  playfully.



“

  
Don’t
  think I have forgotten that!” Brian said.



“

  
How
  could you?” Cynthia said mischievously.



“

  
You
  do realize I am married, right, Cynthia?”




  
Cynthia
  looked Brian over from head to toe. “From what I see, there is
  enough of you to share.”




  
Overly
  excited about the case, Brian exclaimed, “Cynthia, I am so
  thrilled
  I could kiss you!”



“

  
What’s
  holding you back?” she asked.



“

  
My
  Ethics? Morals? Professionalism? My wife!” Brian said with a bit
  of
  fear.



“

  
All
  overrated. Just let yourself be free. Go with your
  instincts.”



“

  
My
  instincts are to start this case,” Brian said. “I need to see
  Jake, Ivan, and Kendall in my office in thirty minutes.”



“

  
Jake
  is already pacing outside your office. I will inform Ivan and
  Kendall
  to meet you in your office in thirty minutes.”



“

  
Thank
  you, Cynthia, you’re the best,” Brian said.



“

  
Oh,
  I know. I’ve only been telling you that for the past five years.
  It’s good to see you’re making progress,” Cynthia said
  sarcastically.



“

  
Bye,
  Cynthia!” Brian said as he hurried down the hall to his
  office.



“

  
So,
  do I get that kiss now?” Cynthia yelled.



“

  
Not
  today. Maybe tomorrow.”



“

  
Well,
  I’ll take it,” Cynthia said to herself. “Better tomorrow than
  never.”




  
Jake
  eagerly waited outside Brian’s office, unable to contain his
  excitement when Brian emerged. “I’m thrilled for you, Brian! I
  can’t believe you have such an amazing case. You’re so lucky. I
  must admit, I’m a little jealous,” Jake exclaimed. “It’s like
  you won the lawyer’s lottery.”




  
Jake,
  Brian’s vibrant and curious junior counselor, had recently
  graduated from law school and completed his undergraduate
  studies.
  Even though he was ten years younger than Brian and only
  twenty-four,
  with no legal experience, Jake’s enthusiasm was truly infectious.
  Although they weren’t exactly close friends, both Brian and Jake
  were proud Harvard Law School graduates, laying the foundation
  for
  mutual respect. Jake admired Brian, and Brian appreciated Jake’s
  zest for learning and his eagerness to help. While Brian
  sometimes
  found Jake’s numerous questions a bit overwhelming, he couldn’t
  help but value Jake’s passion for learning and contributing. This
  bond led Brian to treat Jake like the little brother he never
  had.




  
Jake
  immediately delved into a series of questions about the
  high-profile
  case. Still, Brian tactfully redirected the conversation,
  explaining,
  “I haven’t had a chance to review the case files, so I can’t
  provide any details yet. Meet me in twenty minutes. We can go
  over
  the case then.”



“

  
Sure
  thing, Boss. If you need help before then, I’ll be pacing in the
  hallway,” Jake said.




  
After
  reviewing the case file, Brian looked at the time and promptly
  called
  Cynthia. “Cynthia, could you send in Ivan and Kendall? Also,
  please
  hold all my calls. I don’t want to be bothered by anyone. We will
  need some uninterrupted time. Thank you so much.”



“

  
Of
  course, Brian. It’s been taken care of,” Cynthia replied warmly.
  “They will arrive at your door any second.”




  
Ivan
  Smirnov, a first-generation immigrant from Russia, brought his
  deep
  understanding of law to the public defender’s office as a junior
  associate. He was a practicing lawyer in Russia but took his
  passion
  for law to the United States, hoping to pursue greater
  opportunities.
  Ivan’s ability to navigate the intricacies of law enabled him to
  craft legal arguments skillfully; however, he struggled to
  articulate
  them in English. Undeterred, he dedicated himself to mastering
  the
  nuances of English by watching American television.




  
Kendall
  Johnson was an accomplished paralegal with fourteen years of
  impressive experience. She was happily married with four
  wonderful
  children and had another bundle of joy on the way. Kendall was a
  dedicated Catholic and a no-nonsense professional known for her
  strong work ethic and competitive spirit. Despite her serious
  approach to work, she believed in bringing a touch of mischief to
  keep the office atmosphere light and enjoyable. Her exceptional
  research skills made her perfect for a top-tier law firm, but her
  true priorities lay with her family. In light of that, Kendall
  preferred to maintain a healthy work-life balance and avoid long
  office hours. As a result, she found herself working at the
  public
  defender’s office.




  
Brian
  greeted everyone. “Okay, good. We are all here. Good morning,
  everyone. We have a new case that takes priority over all other
  work.
  You will begin working on this case immediately. All questions,
  concerns, ideas, suggestions, and recommendations, no matter what
  they are, big or small, come to me,” Brian said firmly. “Ivan,
  Kendall, this is Jake Janick. He will work on the case with us as
  the
  junior counselor. If I am not here, everything goes through him.
  We
  will likely work long hours daily and possibly over weekends.
  When
  you leave today, organize your life outside of work, because
  tomorrow, you will spend the next several weeks, if not months,
  in
  the office. Yes, this means you, too, Kendall. And before you
  argue
  with me, read the case. If you still have issues, let me know
  then.”



“

  
The
  boss give you big case today, no?” Ivan said. “We make good work.
  Make you look good. For us, no pressure.”




  
Kendall
  agreed. “Yeah, what he said. At least, I think. Was that English,
  Ivan?”



“

  
No
  English. I learn speak American,” Ivan replied.



“

  
Ah,
  that explains it,” Kendall said.



“

  
Before
  we dive in, I want to express my sincere gratitude to all of you
  for
  the hard work and dedication you will provide for this case,”
  Brian
  said. “I want to thank you in advance, as I may forget later,”
  Brian said with genuine appreciation. “Now, let’s get down to
  business. Have any of you had a chance to watch the
  video?”



“

  
Video?”
  Kendall asked.



“

  
Yes,
  a compelling video capturing our client’s arrest is circulating
  on
  social media,” Jake said enthusiastically.



“

  
As
  a mother of four, currently five months pregnant, and a husband
  who
  needs more than a little guidance, my video watching is limited
  to
  Paw Patrol and Bluey,” Kendall said with a chuckle.



“

  
I
  have not time for FaceTime video,” Ivan added.



“

  
Uh,
  it’s Facebook videos, Ivan,” Kendall clarified with a friendly
  tone. “Not FaceTime. It is either a Facebook or a TikTok video.
  Maybe even a YouTube video. But definitely not a FaceTime
  video.”




  
Curious,
  Ivan asked, “Kendall, how you know I don’t make FaceTime
  videos?”



“

  
Eww,
  gross. I don’t want to know what you’re doing when you’re
  alone,” Kendall said with a bit of disgust.



“

  
All
  right, let’s stay focused,” Brian interrupted, pulling out his
  cell phone. I’m texting both of you a link to the video. Please
  take a moment to watch it.”




  
As
  Ivan and Kendall watched the video, Cynthia buzzed in on the
  intercom. “Good news, sir! You have a phone call.” 





  
Brian
  sighed, feeling a bit stressed.



“

  
I
  didn’t want to be interrupted by anyone, Cynthia.”



“

  
It’s
  not anyone, honey,” Cynthia said. “It’s your wife.” 





  
Before
  Brian could respond, Cynthia connected Brian’s wife, Carolyn,
  directly to his line. Brian had no choice but to answer the call.
  “Public defender’s office, Brian Ross speaking.”



“

  
Hello,
  my love,” Carolyn said.



“

  
Hey,
  sweetheart. How are you feeling? Is everything going well with
  the
  baby?” Brian asked with genuine concern.



“

  
I’m
  feeling great, and the baby is doing wonderfully. Everything is
  just
  fine,” Carolyn assured him.



“

  
Phew,
  you had me a bit worried there. What’s on your mind, love?” Brian
  asked, relieved.



“

  
My
  sister Katie shared a troubling video with me. It’s truly
  heart-wrenching to see what happened to that child, and it’s been
  on my mind all morning. I need some reassurance that you’re not
  in
  any way associated with representing or defending the man who did
  this.”




  
Brian
  puts his hands over his face in dismay. “Honey, baby, I love you,
  but you know I can’t discuss any cases.”



“

  
I’m
  unsettled about this one, Brian. I’m not quite sure what it is,
  but
  something about him seems alarming. I have a strong sense that
  there’s a dark cloud hanging over this entire situation, and it’s
  making me anxious. Please tell me if you’re involved in this case
  in any way?”



“

  
Honey,
  please . . . You know I can’t . . .”



“

  
Oh
  my God!” she said, bewildered. “You’re defending him. How on
  earth can you defend such a monster? Did you see what he did to
  that
  child?”




  
Kendall
  looked at Ivan. “She’s good.” Ivan nodded in agreement.



“

  
Carolyn,
  can we talk about this when I get home? Seriously, love, I need
  to
  go. I am swamped and don’t have time to discuss this with
  you.”



“

  
Yeah,
  he’s too busy bossing us around!” Kendall quipped with a playful
  smirk.



“

  
Hey,
  is that Kendall?” Carolyn asked. “Is Ivan there too?”



“

  
Yes,
  they are both standing right here,” Brian said.



“

  
Hi,
  Kendall! 


  

    
Privet
  


  
,
  Ivan!” Carolyn shouted with delight. Brian echoed Carolyn’s
  greeting to both Ivan and Kendall.



“

  
Hey,
  how’s the baby doing?” Kendall asked. “Are you feeling excited?
  I can hardly wait to meet her.”



“

  
She
  is well. She will be here soon. How is your baby coming along? We
  need to catch up, “ Carolyn said. Again, Brian shared Carolyn’s
  response with the room.




  
Kendall
  began to respond when Brian interrupted. “No, no, no. If you want
  to talk to her, call her yourself. We are not doing this at the
  moment. We have work to do. Carolyn, I adore you, but unless it’s
  urgent, I must head out. I’m looking forward to seeing you later!
  Sending lots of love and kisses. Bye!” Brian said as he
  disconnected the call.




  
Brian
  looked up and noticed Kendall dialing her cell phone with
  determination. “Who are you calling?” Brian asked.



“

  
I’m
  calling Carolyn,” Kendall said.



“

  
No,
  you can’t call her right now. We need to focus on this case,”
  Brian insisted.



“

  
You
  literally just said to call her.”



“

  
I
  meant to call her on your own time! Not in the middle of this
  meeting,” Brian said.



“

  
Fine,
  then I’ll just text her. You didn’t say anything about
  texting!”




  
Agitated,
  Brian walked out of the office to get coffee. “I’ll be back in a
  minute. Please hold tight and refrain from taking any action
  until I
  return.”



“

  
You
  make on purpose this,” Ivan said to Kendall.




  
Kendall
  flashed a mischievous smile at Ivan, walked over to Brian’s desk,
  picked up the case file, and read it.



“

  
Kendall,
  you need not make him upset. He mostly upset already,” Ivan
  suggested with genuine concern.



“

  
He
  thrives when he’s under pressure, Ivan. He needs to be under
  pressure on this. We need to keep the pressure on him at all
  times.”




  
Brian
  returned with a steaming cup of coffee. “All right, team, let’s
  get down to business. Is everyone caught up?” Both Ivan and
  Kendall
  acknowledged, yes. “Good. What are your thoughts on the
  video?”



“

  
It’s
  reminiscent of Andrei Chikatilo,” Ivan said remorsefully.”



“

  
The
  Butcher of Rostov. I vividly recall studying his case in law
  school,”
  Brian reminisced with a thoughtful smile. “Now that we understand
  the challenges and have insight into our client, let’s dive into
  our work. Kendall, could you search for past cases involving
  serial
  killers? Specifically, child killers? I want to know what
  arguments
  were made in their defense, whether they were found guilty or
  innocent, and the defense’s strategy.”



“

  
Ivan,
  let’s brainstorm a strong defensive strategy of our own and
  explore
  the laws we can leverage,” Brian suggested. “Since I haven’t
  spoken with our client yet, I do not know what plea he intends to
  make. Jake, I need you to contact the district attorney’s office
  and get everything they have on Mr. Richardson.”



“

  
Serial
  killers’ files? Absolutely! Oh, wait, look at that. “It’s
  done,” Kendall said as she offered her empty hand.



“

  
You
  haven’t even looked,” Brian said, perturbed.



“

  
Oh,
  I’ve looked,” Kendall said. “What do you think I do all day
  when we are slow? I go through all our old case files. This is
  all
  the case files we have on serial killers.” She held out her empty
  hand again.



“

  
Your
  hand is empty.”



“

  
Great,
  you understand. Guess my work is done here.”



“

  
The
  public defender’s office has never defended a serial killer?”
  Brian asked.




  
The
  question took Kendall by surprise. “I would be surprised if any
  public defender’s office has ever defended a serial killer. We
  are
  not high-profile lawyers who swoop in and defend the accused pro
  bono
  in exchange for millions of dollars in free advertisement via the
  press.”



“

  
Then
  we’ll have to research a different library,” Jake said. “We’d
  better start thinking outside the box.”



“

  
I
  don’t need to,” Kendall said. “I’m genuinely intrigued by
  serial killers, and I researched the case files of all six law
  firms
  in the Bay Area.”



“

  
Why
  you complete research before case given us?” Ivan asked.



“

  
It’s
  called a hobby, Ivan,” Kendall said. “I did all this research on
  my own, on my own time. I’m a bored housewife. Serial killers and
  ice cream are my go-to for relaxation before bed.”



“

  
I
  not understand American woman. Remind me make not American wife,”
  Ivan mumbled.



“

  
Well,
  that’s a bit inconvenient,” Brian said. “Please research
  however you see fit. I trust your abilities and judgment. If you
  need
  additional resources, let me know. Kendall, your findings will be
  invaluable in representing our client effectively, so please be
  thorough. Contact the relevant parties and obtain the necessary
  information. Thank you.”




  
Brian
  packed his briefcase and the case file and announced, “I’m off to
  the house to have lunch with Carolyn and prepare for tomorrow’s
  jailhouse visit with our new client. Please, everyone, get some
  rest
  and attend to your affairs. Once we start tomorrow, it will be
  nonstop until the trial ends.”




  
Upon
  exiting his office, Brian was confronted by Cynthia once again.
  “Looks like you hit the jackpot with that big case!” Brian met
  her gaze but chose not to respond, continuing to walk. “This
  should
  be a straightforward win for the prosecution, so don’t stress too
  much about it, honey.”




  
Brian
  stopped walking. “You do realize we have to defend our clients,
  right?”



“

  
Defend
  him? Not in this case,” Cynthia said. “All you need to do is
  ensure his legal rights are protected. Anything more than that
  would
  be a waste of time and energy because that man is as guilty as
  sin.
  What he did is the most terrible crime imaginable, and he
  deserves
  whatever consequences come his way.”



“

  
You
  sound like Mr. Harlem. He said pretty much the same
  thing.”



“

  
I
  know,” Cynthia said with a smile.



“

  
We
  still need to look at the evidence,” Brian said. “We don’t know
  whether Mr. Richardson is guilty. Even if he is guilty, he
  deserves a
  fair trial, as we all do.”




  
Cynthia
  rose from her chair, exuding genuine care and concern, and walked
  over to Brian. “Honey, your dedication is admirable, and I deeply
  care about your well-being. But it would be best if you didn’t
  put
  too much of yourself into a case you cannot win. Especially one
  with
  such a high media profile. All I’m saying is, I don’t want to see
  you get embarrassed or hurt trying to win a winless case.”



“

  
You
  act as if we’ve already lost,” Brian said. “We haven’t even
  begun the case yet.”



“

  
Haven’t
  you already? Everyone knows this man is guilty. What else is
  there?”



“

  
There
  is the law, there is procedure, there is the trial. There is the
  law.
  Cynthia, anything is possible.”



“

  
Aw,
  honey. Bless you! Please, please, please be careful,” Cynthia
  begged.



“

  
Good
  day, Cynthia,” Brian said.




“

  
Good
  day, darling.”
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Brian
arrived at the Tampa Police Department and entered the holding area
where Fredrick sat waiting.
  



“

  
Hello,
  Brian Ross,” Fredrick said. “Welcome to the team. It is a
  pleasure to meet you in person at last. I have been looking
  forward
  to this for a very long time.”




  
Before
  acknowledging Fredrick, Brian addressed the officers in the room.
  “Officer, please remove the restraints on this man and leave us
  alone. Thank you.”



“

  
Sir,
  do you know who this man is?” an officer said. “He has already
  assaulted seven officers. I don’t think it will be good for your
  health if he is unrestrained.”



“

  
I
  know who he is,” Brian said. “He is my client. I have no concerns
  about him physically harming me.”



“

  
It’s
  your funeral,” the officer said as he removed the constraints
  from
  Fredricks’ legs, arms, and waist.




  
Another
  officer, speaking to Brian but looking at Fredrick, said, “We
  will
  wait just outside the door, prepared to enter aggressively if
  need
  be.”




  
Fredrick
  motioned to the officers. “Ooooo. So scary. I need my
  mommy!”




  
Brian
  sat at the table across from Fredrick. “Good morning, Mr.
  Richardson. I am Brian Ross. As you know, I am a lawyer at the
  public
  defender’s office. I understand you have requested me by name to
  represent you with some legal issues.”



“

  
If
  by legal issues you are referring to the decapitated child found
  in
  my car, then yes, you are in the correct place,” Fredrick said,
  laughing as he stretched his arms. “It’s good to be free.”



“

  
Honest,
  blunt, and up front. I like that. I will need you to be brutally
  honest with me and tell me everything if I am to represent you
  effectively,” Brian said.



“

  
Oh,
  I intend to be brutally honest with you, Mr. Ross. Brutally.
  Besides,
  men like us do not lie.”



“

  
Brian.
  Call me Brian.”



“

  
Excellent,
  you can call me Fredrick. I prefer that to the pet names the
  media
  has given me over the past twenty years. It is hard to fathom
  that
  people are being paid to create the garbage they publicize in
  today’s
  media. Birthday Killer? Really?”



“

  
No
  argument from me on that,” Brian said. “Did you say the last
  twenty years?”



“

  
What
  are they calling me now? I hope it is not the aforementioned,”
  Fredrick said.



“

  
No,
  I believe they are calling you Reaper. Wait, ‘The Reaper’ is the
  current catchphrase.”



“

  
The
  Reaper. I like the sound of that. It is fitting. Remind me to
  send
  the news reporter who coined that a thank you letter,” Fredrick
  said jokingly.



“

  
Something
  to do with the song “Don’t Fear the Reaper by—”



“

  
Blue
  Öyster Cult,” Fredrick said. “I love that song. Why this
  song?”



“

  
I
  guess when the video of your arrest was made, a random car was
  driving by playing that song on the radio. It can be heard in the
  video. People on social media started referring to you as the
  Reaper
  after hearing the song, and the news media ran with it. I predict
  that will be your final pseudonym.”




  
Fredrick
  leaned forward. “Oh, I doubt that. I am not done. I have more to
  do.”



“

  
That
  may prove difficult considering your current circumstances,”
  Brian
  said. “But I guess anything is possible.”




  
Fredrick
  sat back. “Positivity. I like it. And, of course, all things are
  possible. Our way of thinking is identical. Exceptionally so.
  This is
  one of the reasons I chose you to represent me. I believe we are
  on
  the same intellectual glide path. However, I am further along my
  path
  than you.”



“

  
I
  have no idea what that means, but okay,” Brian said. “As long as
  you are comfortable with me as your lawyer, everything will be
  fine.”



“

  
It
  will not work with anyone else. It must be you,
  Counselor.”




  
Brian
  filled out some paperwork as Fredrick admired himself in the
  mirror.
  “I wonder who is observing me on the other side of this mirror?”
  Fredrick pondered.



“

  
There
  better not be anyone on the other side of that mirror,” Brian
  said.
  “Our conversations are private under attorney-client privilege.
  But
  I assume you already knew that.”



“

  
Indeed.
  Attorney-client privilege was established in sixteenth-century
  England, though it was not widely granted to clients until the
  mid-nineteenth century. Speaking of law, what are your thoughts
  on
  our alma mater? Did you find the Harvard Law School challenging?
  It
  was neither challenging nor entertaining for me. I remember being
  quite bored if I am being honest.”



“

  
The
  curriculum was fine,” Brian said. “Listen, I need you to always
  be honest with me. I am not here to judge or sentence you. I am
  here
  to ensure your legal rights are observed and that the proceedings
  are
  within the laws of our great Constitution.”



“

  
What
  constitution would that be, Counselor? The one you learned in law
  school, or the one around your neck?”



“

  
Why
  yes, I am a Christian. A nondenominational Christian. Does that
  pose
  a problem for you?”



“

  
Not
  at all. It does make me question your intellect, though,”
  Fredrick
  said, displeased.



“

  
My
  intellect?” Brian said.



“

  
You’re
  right. Not your intellect, your decision-making.”



“

  
How
  so?” Brian asked.



“

  
Usually,
  people with our intellect are skeptics. How does someone as
  intelligent as you come to believe in fairy tales and ghost
  stories?
  Why is science not your God?”



“

  
How
  exactly do you know how intelligent I am?” Brian asked. “Do you
  have a secret almanac on my life’s story?”




  
Fredrick
  stood up and leaned over the table, getting an inch from Brian’s
  face. “I know everything there is to know about you! Everything
  that matters anyhow.”




  
Brian
  laughed. “That’s doubtful since I have no social media accounts,
  and I do my best to avoid the news media. Who I am and what my
  life
  is like are pretty much unknown to the public. I want to keep it
  this
  way. It keeps people like you out of my life.”



“

  
Yet
  here I am,” Fredrick said.



“

  
Seriously,”
  Brian said, “what do you think you know about me? And what
  sources
  are you referencing?”



“

  
You
  need not worry about my sources,” Fredrick said. “You are exactly
  who I thought you would be. As for anonymity, you will not remain
  unknown for long. I believe this trial is going to catapult you
  into
  the spotlight.”



“

  
I’m
  afraid you may be right on that point,” Brian admitted.



“

  
I
  


  

    
am
  


  

  right. I am always right. I never make mistakes.”



“

  
You’re
  under arrest in the City of Tampa Police Department. You don’t
  consider that to be a mistake?” Brian asked.



“

  
Only
  if the outcome is something I do not want it to be. Nevertheless,
  I
  have no intention of going to prison.”



“

  
It
  isn’t up to you if you go to prison.”



“

  
Correct.
  It is up to you. This is why you are here.”



“

  
How
  do you imagine I can influence the verdict? There is a video of a
  dead child in your car. More damaging evidence was found in your
  house. I don’t reckon you think I will get you a not guilty
  verdict.”



“

  
That
  is entirely up to how well you perform. Is that not right,
  Counselor?” Fredrick said.



“

  
I
  am not a miracle worker.”




  
Fredrick
  redirected the conversation. “Miracle worker. They say Jesus was
  a
  miracle worker. Do you believe this to be true?” 




“

  
I
  do,” Brian answered.



“

  
You
  mentioned being a nondenominational Christian. What does that
  mean?
  How does it differ from Catholicism, Judaism, Islam, or any of
  the
  ten thousand religions known to man?”



“

  
It
  is different in that we believe in mercy and grace,” Brian said
  with joy and confidence. “We believe God loves us regardless of
  our
  sins, and he forgives us of our sins if we believe in him and ask
  for
  his forgiveness.”



“

  
Oh,
  yes, the convenience of grace. I know this one. John 3:15 ‘God so
  loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that
  whosoever
  believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting
  life.’


  

  


  
”
  Laughing, Fredrick continued, “So, mercy is the result of your
  believing in him and asking for forgiveness?”



“

  
Not
  a result, but a gift,” Brian said. “Mercy is the Lord’s gift to
  us. It is not because of anything we do but because God chose to
  give
  it to us, even though we are not worthy of it. Nonetheless, he
  gives
  it to us anyway because he is kind, just, and merciful,” Brian
  said
  with confidence and a smile. “Have you read the bible?”



“

  
Okay.
  Let’s assume everything I am accused of is true,” Fredrick said.
  “Does God forgive me of these acts?”



“

  
You
  must ask for forgiveness to receive forgiveness. Psalm 32:5
  reads,
  ‘Then I acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my
  iniquity. I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the
  Lord.” And you forgave the guilt of my sin.’ This is proof that
  God forgives your sins if you ask for forgiveness. Further
  evidence
  is found in 1 John 1:9, which reads, ‘If we confess our sins, he
  is
  faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from
  all
  unrighteousness.’


  

  


  
”




  
Taunting
  Brian, Fredrick prayed, “Dear Heavenly Father, please forgive me
  for being myself and doing what you designed me to do. Forgive me
  for
  taking pleasure in these things and hurting the feelings of my
  fellow
  humans.’ There. Am I now forgiven, Brian?”



“

  
No,”
  Brian said. “The words are not magical incantations that will
  erase
  your sins by merely saying them out loud. You must believe in
  Jesus,
  believe he died for your sins, and believe he will forgive you.
  Otherwise, he will not forgive you. Belief is the key, not the
  words
  per se.”



“

  
It
  makes sense that God will forgive you for your sins if you ask
  him
  to. After all, he is the one who gave sin to us in the first
  place.
  Were we not all born sinners? God created all humans with sin
  inside
  them at birth, right? Therefore, sin is our natural state. But
  for
  you, sin is an action, not a belief system. What, then, do you
  say
  causes someone to sin?”



“

  
First,
  we were not created with sin,” Brian said. “Sin entered the world
  after Adam and Eve disobeyed God in the Garden of Eden. As a
  result,
  sin was born, and all humans thereafter will have a sinful nature
  because of Adam’s sin. Our inner thoughts and motives are what
  cause us to sin. It is also caused by listening to the devil
  instead
  of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit will always guide us and help
  us
  not to sin, as long as we listen to it.”




  
Frustrated,
  Fredrick shouted, “No, no, no! A fictitious, fantastical beast of
  pure evil does not cause sin. That is the stupidest fucking thing
  you
  Christians say. You never own your actions or behaviors. You
  blame
  them on someone else. In this case, an evil, fiery, red, devilish
  fairy. Ooooo, scary! No, Brian, you have it all wrong. You see,
  the
  truth is, 


  

    
we
  


  

  are the beast. We are the purest form of evil, naturally. We are
  the
  devil! All of us. Evil is within you, your mother, your teachers,
  your neighbors, your boss, the bus driver, the politicians, heck,
  even your pastors. It is inside all of us.”



“

  
No
  argument on the politicians,” Brian said, he and Fredrick both
  laughing.




  
In
  an instant, Fredrick went from laughing to a burst of wickedly
  devious anger and positioned himself just an inch from Brian’s
  face. “Seriously, Counselor. It is in us already. Nobody has to
  convince us. Nobody has to force us to do evil or become evil. We
  are
  naturally that way. We were born with it. This . . .
  this is how your fucking God designed us from the beginning. What
  is
  sin? What is the sinful nature? What is crime? These are made-up
  themes based on rules created by humans to maintain what we call
  society, to keep us from being our true inner selves. To keep us
  from
  being who God truly designed us to be. They are rules designed by
  the
  weak to keep the strong in check. To ensure they survive instead
  of
  being prey.”




  
Brian
  stood his ground without moving an inch. “Sin itself is evil. But
  not everyone who sins is evil.”




  
Fredrick
  laughed. “Is that right? The very book you worship and pray
  about,
  the fucking Bible, says differently. Let us talk about that for a
  minute. Correct me if I am wrong on any of these, Counselor. I
  believe Romans 3:10 claims, ‘As it is written: “There is no one
  righteous, not even one.”


  

  


  
’
  Ecclesiastes 7:20 says, ‘Surely there is not a righteous man on
  earth who does good and never sins.’


  

  


  
”
  





  
Fredrick
  continued, “No one deserves to be saved due to our sinful nature.
  My inner beast is the same as your inner beast. The evil and
  wickedness within me are also in you. It is in every one of us.
  What
  you call sin is merely our innermost desires, our beasts, our
  natural
  wants, an animalistic, predatory behavior. Paul says in Romans
  7:15,
  ‘I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do, I do not
  do,
  but what I hate, I do.’ This is an example of a righteous man
  acting on his inner desires. It says so. 




“

  
You
  see, Counselor, we are all like this. It is not taught or learned
  behavior, as the religious scholars would have you believe. It is
  not
  a result of some traumatic event or circumstance. It is innate.
  It is
  pure. It is what we are born with. We are it. We are sin. We are
  what
  your bible calls evil. 




“

  
Heck,
  Psalms 51:5 reads, ‘Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and
  in
  sin did my mother conceive me.’ Even your precious bible says we
  are born this way. All of us. We all have it. We like to pretend
  we
  are civilized, well-behaved do-gooders, but we lie to ourselves
  because we are nothing like that. History is full of examples of
  humans at their best and their worst. The problem is that
  Christians
  do not want to admit they are this way and wrote a story to
  excuse
  themselves from the behaviors they desire and crave, and thus
  forgive
  themselves by using a fictitious thing called grace.”




  
Quietly,
  Brian stared at the table. “1 Timothy 1:9 says, ‘Understanding
  this, that the law is not laid down for the just but for the
  lawless
  and disobedient, for the ungodly and sinners, for the unholy and
  profane, for those who strike their fathers and mothers, for
  murderers.’ And Mathew 13:49 reads, ‘So it will be at the end of
  the age. The angels will come out and separate the evil from the
  righteous.’ God most definitely distinguishes between the evil
  and
  the righteous. The evil will perish, and the righteous will be
  saved,
  but that only comes if you accept Jesus and ask for
  forgiveness.”



“

  
Yes,
  yes, yes,” Fredrick said. “Your righteousness is a gift given to
  the believers of your God. At least that is what you tell
  yourselves
  so you can sleep better, knowing that all the evil and impure
  things
  you have done, thought, and desired are not your fault. 




“

  
This
  isn’t a conversation about salvation from your transgressions,
  but
  rather about all humans and humanity in their natural state being
  evil. We are not debating salvation. We are debating the
  wickedness
  of man. 




“

  
Let
  me give you an example. If you found a kitten outside, brought it
  home, nourished it to health, and raised it as your pet, only to
  discover six months later that it was a bobcat, you’d have raised
  a
  feral wild animal. Even though you think you have domesticated
  and
  tamed the cat, in the end, it remains a wild animal with all its
  feral instincts. 




“

  
So,
  the question remains: Is the cat a wild predator or a
  domesticated
  housecat? If it genuinely desired to, it could kill you anytime
  it
  wanted. Or has the predatory behavior been tamed out of it?
  Naturally, the cat will not want to harm you if you continue to
  feed
  it, provide it with shelter and safety, and even, to some degree,
  offer it emotional companionship. 




“

  
As
  long as these social structures the cat desires continue, it will
  tolerate you and your hospitality and even allow you to pet it.
  But,
  if you take everything it desires away—the food, the safety, the
  comfort of living—the cat will become hostile and defensive, and
  its animalistic, feral, predatory instincts will kick in, putting
  you
  in danger.”



“

  
I
  fail to see your point,” Brian said.



“

  
The
  point is, no matter how you label people, forgive them, or guide
  their moral, ethical compass with the everlasting life story of
  heaven, they are still evil. They have evil in them. Even you,
  Counselor—especially you—are evil. We both know this to be
  true.”



“

  
I
  don’t deny people sin,” Brian said. “I don’t deny I have
  sinned. Heck, everyone sins. Especially me. It doesn’t mean
  people
  are evil. It doesn’t mean I am evil.”



“

  
Humans
  are no different than cats,” Fredrick said, frustrated. “Humans
  are predators. Humans are animals. We have the same instincts as
  wild
  animals. Society is a lie. We tell ourselves we are civil and
  domestic, but in reality, we tolerate each other so long as our
  needs
  and desires are met. Suppose you remove all the social constructs
  we
  call civilization, the rules, the laws, and let the people walk
  around not as sheep but as predators fighting for their food. In
  that
  case, humans will revert to their natural state, which is
  characterized by animalistic, predatory, and self-indulgent
  behavior.
  Survival of the fittest.”



“

  
Like
  yourself?” Brian asked.




  
Smiling,
  Fredrick said, “I am just merely ahead of my time. I know and
  embrace who I am and who we, as a species, are. I am not afraid
  of
  being the human God designed me to be. No, society is afraid. It
  is
  afraid of me.”



“

  
Rightfully
  so,” Brian said. “You are a sociopath.”



“

  
There
  is no need for name-calling, Counselor. Let me ask you this. What
  would be left if all the laws of civilization were instantly
  eroded
  and destroyed?”



“

  
Hostilities,
  war, atrocities, starvation.”



“

  
After
  all of those,” Fredrick said. “Those are simply the mechanisms
  that lead to the destruction of civilization. What is left after
  all
  of them? Humans in their natural predatory and feral state.
  Further
  proof is in the Bible. One only needs to go as far as the first
  book,
  Genesis. For it says in Genesis 6:5, ‘The Lord saw that the
  wickedness of man was great in the earth and that every intention
  of
  the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.’ 


  

    
Bam!
  


  

  Right there. Even God admits that man is nothing but evil in
  everything he does. This has never changed. The entire reason you
  have Jesus, the reason you need Jesus, is because we 


  

    
are
  


  

  as what is described in Genesis 6:5. 


  

    
We
    are evil!
  


  
”



“

  
Okay,
  okay, I concede, humanity is evil,” Brian said. “We are evil.
  There is evil inside all of us. I will no longer argue with you
  about
  this. But this is the part you fail to understand. Titus 3:5
  reads,
  ‘He saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness,
  but
  according to his mercy, by the washing of regeneration and
  renewal of
  the Holy Spirit.’ You, my friend, do not have the Holy Spirit.
  This
  is what separates you and me. This is why I will be saved on
  judgment
  day, and you will go to hell.”




  
Enraged,
  Fredrick yelled, “


  

    
Fuck!
  


  

  You took us back to salvation. I do not care about salvation, and
  I
  know nothing of this Holy Spirit you speak of!” Fredrick closed
  his
  eyes and took a deep breath. “On a positive note, I am glad we
  are
  becoming friends.”



“

  
We
  are not friends, and I am not surprised you don’t know the Holy
  Spirit,” Brian said. “God won’t waste it on a nonbeliever. But
  I will pray for you.”



“

  
So
  judgmental, you Christians. I do not need your prayers,
  Counselor. I
  need your brain.”



“

  
I
  am not being judgmental. I am merely telling you the truth. I am
  curious, though, what was the point of this exercise?”




  
Fredrick
  smiled. “You are correct. This was an exercise. I had to
  ascertain
  your capacity to argue and fight for something you believe
  in.”



“

  
I
  assure you, I am quite capable of arguing legal matters,
  Fredrick.
  Even if I do not believe in the client.”



“

  
That
  is very hurtful, Counselor. But fair. What would you like to
  know?”



“

  
Everything,”
  Brian said.



“

  
Are
  you sure you want to know everything?”



“

  
Yes,”
  Brian confirmed.




  
Fredrick
  thought momentarily. “You will not be able to handle everything,
  Counselor. How about I give you names and the timeframe I
  disposed of
  the bodies?”



“

  
Are
  there more bodies?” Brian asked.



“

  
Did
  I stutter?” Fredrick replied.



“

  
And
  location. We must cooperate with the police. Providing the
  locations
  of their remains will go a long way with the prosecution.”



“

  
I
  am not concerned with the prosecution, Counselor. Is this your
  best
  legal advice?”



“

  
Yes,
  it is,” Brian said.



“

  
Fine.
  How about we go in the order I killed them?”



“

  
Sure,
  if that makes you comfortable.”



“

  
I
  am always comfortable talking about my work, Counselor,” Fredrick
  said. “Let us see. The first one was little Kimberly . . .
  Kimberly Bennett. She was six. I remember she had long, beautiful
  blonde hair and gorgeous blue eyes. Her lips were a soft peach
  color
  and very smooth to kiss. She tasted like candy. I killed her
  sometime
  in 2013. I think it was around August. No, perhaps July. She’s
  buried somewhere east of Tampa.



“

  
The
  second one was a boy named David Spencer. He was older than
  Kimberly.
  I think he was eight or nine. Nine, I think. Yes, he was nine. I
  killed him in August of 2014 because I went to an INXS concert
  afterward. I remember that night very well. I dumped him in the
  bay
  west of Davis Island.




  
Next
  was Stephanie Cooper. She was one of the youngest ones I had the
  pleasure of spending time with. I believe she had just turned
  four,
  or was about to turn four, or something like that. I killed her
  in
  late 2016. Maybe it was December? It could have been November. I
  don’t remember exactly. Like David, I put her body in—”




  
Brian
  slammed his hands on the table. “Stop fucking with me, Fredrick.
  I
  know you remember every little detail of every child you ever
  killed
  in that sick mind of yours. I am not an idiot. I will also not
  sit
  here and let you play games with me. Tell me the truth, or I will
  walk.”




  
Fredrick
  leaned back and smiled. “Aww. You are no fun, Counselor. Can you
  blame a guy for trying?”



“

  
Start
  over and tell me the truth this time. In detail. Do not lie to me
  again.”




  
Fredrick
  provided the information Brian asked for. “Kimberly Bennett. She
  was, in fact, six years old. I killed her on July 18th, 2013. Um,
  in
  truth, I did not kill her. She just died—failure to thrive. I
  disposed of her fragile and naked body in a secluded wooded area
  a
  little less than a mile east of Williams Road in Thonotosassa.
  She is
  near the I-4 and US 75 interchange.



“

  
David
  Spencer. He was nine. I killed him on August 22, 2014. I killed
  him
  by asphyxiation with a plastic bag. I disposed of his body
  one-half
  mile west of Davis Island. He is in a weighted plastic bag at the
  bottom of Hillsborough Bay. The concert was fantastic. I love
  INXS.
  Guess what my favorite song is? Oh, I’ll tell you, “Devil
  Inside.” After the concert, I went to a bar and picked up a
  random
  woman. She gave me fellatio in my car. Imagine her surprise if
  she
  knew my cock had been inside that little boy just a few hours
  earlier. Do you think she would have still given me head? No,
  probably not.



“

  
Stephanie
  Cooper. She was four. I killed her on November 11, 2016. I beat
  her
  to death with my bare hands, and I disposed of her body in Old
  Tampa
  Bay, about two and a half miles southwest of Sunset Beach. She is
  also bound in a weighted plastic bag.



“

  
Svetlana
  Spassky was ten when I killed her on March 17, 2017. I killed her
  by
  repeatedly having a viper bite her. It was terrific, the fear she
  had
  every time she saw the snake. And her wounds were grotesque. It
  was
  pretty disgusting. As you can imagine, I do not get nauseated
  easily,
  but it made me want to vomit. It was the smell. The rotting
  flesh.
  Just horrific. The pain must have been tremendous. Anyhow, I
  disposed
  of her body approximately two and a half miles southwest of Rocky
  Point, between the Howard Frankland and Courtney Campbell
  causeways.
  Like little Stephanie and David, she is in a weighted plastic bag
  at
  the bottom of Old Tampa Bay.



“

  
Carla
  Dunn was eleven, and I killed her on April 22nd, 2018. I stabbed
  her
  repeatedly until she stopped moving. In all, I believe I stabbed
  her
  154 times. Do you have any idea how hard it is to stab someone
  repeatedly when the knife is bloody? It’s slick. It’s tough to
  hold on to. She lived for a while, mostly because I stabbed her
  in
  her extremities before lunging into her torso. I got a good
  eighty or
  ninety punctures in before going to her abdomen. It was glorious.
  I
  put her bloodied body in some garbage bags, put some rocks in
  them,
  and threw her in the bay. She is two and a quarter miles due
  south of
  Point at Mobbly Bay, in Old Tampa Bay. 




“

  
Amanda
  Jordan was next. I killed her by drowning her in my bathtub, over
  and
  over and over. You see, I would hold her under the water until
  she
  stopped moving, and then I would give her mouth-to-mouth and
  bring
  her back. Then I would drown her again. I did this at least seven
  or
  eight times a day. She lasted five days. When I started seeing
  the
  veins in her eyes break, I knew she was close to the end. I bent
  her
  over the tub and made love to her from behind as I held her head
  under the water. That was the end of her. She was seven when she
  died
  on August 16, 2019. She is buried one-half mile west of Starling
  Drive in Oldsmar.



“

  
Brenda
  Gibson was a fiery and outspoken five-year-old. She was one I
  will
  always remember. She had an extreme fear of fire. After learning
  this, I took the liberty of burning her with anything imaginable.
  Lighters, hot irons, hot screwdrivers, hot knives, and a blow
  torch.
  You name it. In the end, once she became too sick to survive due
  to
  infection, I cooked her in an industrialized oven. Her screams
  were
  magnificent. She was only twelve, but she fought like an adult.
  She
  had a will to live that one. I killed and buried her on November
  22,
  2020. You can find what’s left of her remains buried one-tenth of
  a
  mile east of Roxmere Drive in East Lake.



“

  
Lastly,
  there is Annie Valentine, with whom you are already familiar. You
  saw
  the video yourself. She was nine, and I killed her two days ago,
  on
  May 21, 2026, at 10:15 p.m., by removing her head. She could cuss
  like a sailor. She had some questionable parenting, that much is
  certain. She took some time to kill because I had to take my time
  to
  fillet her skin. I removed 98 percent of her skin before she
  succumbed to her wounds. That little bitch was mean. You should
  have
  heard all the hurtful things she would say. What a mouth. After I
  carefully peeled layers of her skin off her, I would feed them to
  her. She was not a fan of the red meat diet, but my dog Jasper
  was. I
  think he liked her. In the end, she lost her head, quite
  literally. I
  tried making love to her, but her body was slimy and yet somehow
  sticky. It was very messy. I ruined one of my favorite shirts. It
  was
  such a waste. I loved that shirt. Of course, I did many more
  things
  with and to her, but that, Counselor, is for another day. I
  buried
  her a quarter of a mile east of Willington Parkway in East Lake.
  Tell
  them to look at the center of the triangle. They will find
  her.”



“

  
The
  evidence found in your house suggests you have killed at least
  nineteen children,” Brian said. “Yet, you’ve only discussed
  eight with me here today. What about the other eleven?”



“

  
What
  about them, Counselor?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
Are
  you going to tell me about them?” 




“

  
Perhaps
  when I feel you have earned it,” Fredrick said. “As of right now,
  you have not.”



“

  
When
  I have earned it?” Brian said, insulted. “I am not the one facing
  the death penalty. I don’t believe I need to earn anything from
  you. I will remind you that it is in your best interest to
  provide me
  with every detail so there are no surprises. How can I defend you
  properly if you do not?”



“

  
We
  both know my defense is less about the facts and more about how
  you
  can manipulate the courtroom to our favor.”



“

  
Perhaps
  you’re on drugs. Manipulate the court? This isn’t 


  

    
Perry
    Mason
  


  
.”




  
Fredrick
  smiled. “I do like 


  

    
Perry
    Mason
  


  
.
  With that said, we are done for today.” Fredrick yelled, “Guards,
  take me back to my cell. We are done here.”




  
The
  guards quickly shackled Fredrick and walked him out of the room
  to
  his prison cell. Brian was silent as he tried to understand
  Fredrick
  and what motivated him. Brian exited the police station and
  headed to
  the office, thoroughly confused about his client’s
  intentions.
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Waiting
  on the bailiffs to bring Fredrick to the courtroom from his
  holding
  cell, Brian anxiously read his notes as he sat at the defense
  desk in
  the Hillsborough County Courthouse. He tried to calm his nerves
  by
  quietly singing the Eagles song “Heartache Tonight.” 





  
The
  prosecutor, Ms. Amber Schlitz, a skilled professional with a
  history
  of questionable courtroom ethics, noticed Brian was nervous and
  did
  her best to intimidate him. “This will be the easiest, fastest
  guilty verdict in the history of civil law. They will discuss
  this
  case in every law school worldwide. It will probably be in the
  


  

    
Guinness
    Book of World Records
  


  
,
  and, Counselor, your name will be synonymous with this case, as
  will
  mine,” she said spitefully.




  
Having
  only met Ms. Schlitz five minutes before, Brian looked at her and
  wondered what he had done to be on the receiving end of her
  wrath. He
  did his best not to acknowledge her attack and continued scanning
  his
  notes. 





  

    
Ding
  


  
!
  Brian’s phone notified him of an incoming text message. Brian
  looked up at Ms. Schlitz. 





  
She
  nodded her head in disbelief. “Amateur.” He quickly put his phone
  on silent mode and read the text message. It was from his wife,
  Carolyn:




  

    
To
    my loving husband. That’s you, by the way! Today is a big day
    for
    you and our family. It is your first murder trial. I pray you
    can
    navigate this difficult challenge and maintain strength and
    courage.
    You are everything to our unborn daughter and me. Although it
    may be
    difficult now, this whole ordeal will be only a memory many
    years
    from now. We have the utmost respect and faith in you and are
    confident that you will do the right thing. I love you, and
    baby
    Shanna loves you: love, us.
  




  
Brian’s
  stomach began to turn, making him feel nauseous. He stood up and
  was
  contemplating running to the bathroom to vomit when the bailiffs
  brought Fredrick into the courtroom. Brian immediately sat down
  and
  stared at his notes. The press erupted in a frenzy, with flashes
  lighting up the courtroom, making it look like a lightning storm.
  All
  the loud activity and excessive flashing caused Brian to suffer a
  mental health setback, as he flashed back to his time in
  Afghanistan.




  
As
  Brian remained in a trance-like state, Fredrick sat down at the
  table
  and greeted him. “Well, howdy, Counselor. It is going to be an
  exciting day! As Anita Pointer once said, ‘I’m so excited, and I
  just can’t hide it.’


  

  


  
”
  Fredrick said as he danced in his chair. 





  
Fredrick
  became a bit concerned that Brian did not respond to his
  excitement,
  so he leaned in to look closer at Brian. “Counselor?” he said.
  Leaning in farther, Fredrick looked into Brian’s eyes and saw
  that
  he was lost in internal thought. “Hey, you fucking prick, wake
  the
  fuck up!” Fredrick yelled as he punched Brian in the center of
  his
  chest. 





  
Brian
  blinked and acknowledged Fredrick. “Hello, Mr. Richardson. Are
  you
  ready for your big moment?”




  
With
  a wide grin, Fredrick said, “Welcome back, Counselor. How many
  bad
  guys did you just kill?”




  
Brian
  was not proud of his military service, and most people who knew
  him
  were unaware that he had served, let alone that he was a combat
  veteran. Fredrick’s comment concerned Brian, and he couldn’t help
  but wonder, 


  

    
Who
    is this man, and how did he know this detail about me?
  


  

  Puzzled by Fredrick’s comment, Brian replied, “Not
  enough.”




  
Security
  officers and bailiffs rushed toward Brian and began to secure
  Fredrick. Brian quickly intervened. “That won’t be necessary. We
  are fine here.”



“

  
Are
  you sure, Mr. Ross? We can add simple assault to the charges,”
  said
  one of the security officers.



“

  
No,
  we are fine,” Brian said. “We are fine. Please let my client
  go.”



“

  
Yes,
  get your hands off me, little piggies,” Fredrick barked. “Before
  I do something you will truly regret.”




  
Brian
  leaned toward Fredrick. “You’re not helping!”




  
The
  judge entered the courtroom in the middle of all the commotion,
  and a
  senior bailiff quickly shouted, “All rise for the Honorable Judge
  Renée L. Galloway.”




  
Everyone
  in the courtroom stood up except Fredrick. Brian promptly grabbed
  Fredrick by the arm and lifted him to his feet. “There is no need
  to be hostile, Counselor,” Fredrick said.



“

  
Good
  morning, everyone,” Judge Galloway said. “Today is Monday,
  September 7th, 2026. The time is 7:15 a.m. We are here to hear
  the
  case of the State of Florida versus Fredrick Edgar Allan
  Richardson
  on nineteen counts of aggravated first-degree premeditated
  murder.
  Does the defendant wish to enter a plea at this time?”




  
Brian
  stood up. “He does, Your Honor.”



“

  
Very
  well. How does the defendant plead?”



“

  
The
  defendant would like to enter into a plea of not guilty, Your
  Honor,”
  Brian said.



“

  
Let
  the record show the defendant has pleaded not guilty to the
  nineteen
  counts of aggravated first-degree premeditated murder.” Judge
  Galloway addressed the prosecution. “Counsel, is the State ready
  to
  give its opening statement?”




  
Ms.
  Amber Schlitz stood up. “Yes, Your Honor.”



“

  
Excellent.
  You may proceed.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz addressed the jury. “Why are we here today? Ladies and
  gentlemen of the jury, at precisely 10:15 p.m. on Thursday, May
  21st,
  2026, the life of little Annie Valentine was brutally
  extinguished by
  the defendant when he savagely used a wood saw to decapitate her.
  She
  was only nine years old when she was murdered. You will later see
  that forensic evidence shows not only did the defendant kill her
  by
  cutting off her head, but he skinned her alive for days on end,
  torturing her fragile little body. 




“

  
You
  will see through forensic evidence that over 98 percent of her
  skin
  was removed from her body by the defendant. You will also learn
  from
  the autopsy report that traces of her skin were found in her
  stomach,
  meaning that, at some point, she was forced to eat her own flesh.
  




“

  
You
  will see that the autopsy report shows this little girl, Annie
  Valentine, had been sexually assaulted for several days before
  her
  death. The report will explicitly show she had been penetrated
  orally, vaginally, and anally. You will see that every bit of
  evidence proves that the man sitting right there, the defendant,
  Fredrick Edgar Allan Richardson, is the person who committed
  these
  heinous crimes.



“

  
Why
  are we here today? We are here today because of little Annie
  Valentine. But sadly, that is not the only reason we are here
  today.
  There are several more reasons why we are here today, eighteen
  more
  reasons. You will learn through this case, using facts, science,
  and
  data, that not only on Thursday, May 21st, 2026, at 10:15 pm, did
  the
  defendant kill little Annie Valentine by decapitation, but he
  also
  killed eighteen other children over several years. Some were as
  young
  as four years old, while the oldest was only eleven. These
  children
  were young, innocent, and just starting their lives when they
  were
  violently taken from us. You will see the defendant’s confession
  to
  these horrendous acts, joyfully so, to Detectives Smith and Giles
  during his initial questioning.



“

  
Before
  we go into the facts, science, and data, I want to tell you a
  little
  about Annie Valentine. This picture shows little Annie, a
  beautiful
  and vibrant young girl. She was bright, intelligent, and funny.
  She
  wanted to be a ballerina when she grew up. Her favorite color was
  purple, and she had a deep affection for horses. She dreamt of
  having
  a big wedding and an even bigger family. But Annie will never
  realize
  any of her dreams. She will never realize any of her dreams
  because
  this man, the defendant, Fredrick Edgar Allan Richardson, thinks
  himself a superior human and killed her for his sadistic
  pleasure. 




“

  
Nobody
  is going to debate whether Mr. Richardson did or did not kill her
  or
  the other eighteen children. These are facts. Undisputed facts. I
  bet
  if you asked Mr. Richardson right now if he killed these
  children, he
  would happily delight in answering that he did.”




  
With
  a smile and grandeur, Fredrick happily yelled, “As a matter of
  fact, I did kill those children, Counselor. I killed all of them.
  And
  yes, I did delight in killing them. It was perhaps the best work
  of
  my life.” 





  
The
  courtroom erupted in a frenzy of flashes, cries, objections, and
  questions from the gallery.



“

  
Order!”
  Judge Galloway yelled. “Order in the court. Order in the court!
  Bailiffs, get the order in the court!”




  
Before
  Judge Galloway could find Fredrick in contempt, Brian yelled,
  “Objection, Your Honor.”



“

  
Objection
  to what, Mr. Ross? Your client is the one who made a statement.
  Are
  you objecting to your client’s statement?” Judge Galloway asked.
  




“

  
No,
  ma’am,” Brian said. “I object to my client making a
  statement.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz stood up and objected. “I object to his objection! Under
  what grounds does he object to his client making a statement? The
  defendant made a statement in court, which should stand as
  evidence,
  Your Honor.”



“

  
Ms.
  Schlitz, would you be kind enough to let me decide on the court
  proceedings?” Judge Galloway said. “How about you do your job on
  that side of the bench and allow me to do my job on this side of
  the
  bench?”



“

  
My
  apologies, Your Honor.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, under what grounds are you objecting to your client’s
  statement?” Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
I
  am not objecting to the content of his statement,” Brian said. “I
  am objecting to the outburst itself. We must follow protocol and
  procedure, and his statement clearly violates these and,
  therefore,
  should be stricken from the record, Your Honor.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, while I appreciate your desire to follow protocol and
  procedure, violating either in this instance is not grounds for
  an
  objection,” Judge Galloway said in disbelief. “Do you have any
  legal merit to your client’s statement? Do you have reason to
  believe his statement is false, misleading, irrelevant,
  speculative,
  or otherwise inadmissible?”



“

  
Not
  at this time, Your Honor.”



“

  
Objection
  overruled,” Judge Galloway said. “Mr. Richardson’s statement
  will stand and be entered into evidence. “Ms. Schlitz, do you
  have
  any objections to including Mr. Richardson’s statement as Exhibit
  A?”



“

  
I
  do not, Your Honor.”



“

  
The
  court will recognize Exhibit A as evidence for the State,” Judge
  Galloway said. “As for your outburst, Mr. Richardson, I will not
  allow you to make a mockery of these court proceedings. I am
  warning
  you now that you will be held in contempt of court if there are
  more
  outbursts like that.”



“

  
So,
  what!” Fredrick screamed. “What are you going to do to me, Judge?
  Take away my freedom? They have already done that!”



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson, you are in contempt,” Judge Galloway shouted. “I
  hereby sentence you to thirty days in jail and a fine of one
  thousand
  dollars.”



“

  
You
  can add that to the debt I owe society.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, you must keep your client silent,” Judge Galloway said. “If
  you cannot do so, I will hold you in contempt. Do you understand
  me?”




  
Brian
  stood. “Yes, ma’am. Loud and clear.” Brian leaned over and
  whispered to Fredrick, “You must sit there and keep quiet. It
  won’t
  do either of us any good if we are both sitting in a jail
  cell.”



“

  
You
  may proceed, Ms. Schlitz,” Judge Galloway said.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz continued, “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, you just
  heard from the defendant himself. He admits he is guilty. So why
  are
  we here? We are here because of the protocol and procedure Mr.
  Ross
  kindly alluded to. We are here because of due process. We are
  here to
  uphold our laws and the justice system. We are here to protect
  our
  moral and ethical rules and regulations. This is well and true.
  But
  most of all, we are here to honor the memories of all nineteen
  victims and see that justice is served.



“

  
Ladies
  and gentlemen, there is not one ounce of doubt that the
  defendant,
  Mr. Richardson, killed those nineteen children. He is guilty. I
  know
  it, and you know it. This trial will not be about his guilt. That
  has
  already been established. This trial will focus on determining
  the
  most suitable punishment for his crimes. Please keep this in mind
  as
  we proceed with the evidence. Allow the evidence, science, and
  testimonies to guide you in determining the appropriate sentence
  for
  the defendant’s crimes. You may ask yourself, ‘What is the
  appropriate punishment in this particular case?’ This is an
  excellent question.” Ms. Schlitz stood in front of Fredrick,
  leaned
  over, put both of her hands on the table, and said with disgust,
  “The
  state is asking for the death sentence. But ultimately, you will
  decide the fate of this man. A disturbed mind like his has no
  place
  in this world.” 





  
Ms.
  Schlitz turned and faced the jury. “In closing, Fredrick Edgar
  Allan Richardson is guilty of nineteen counts of aggravated
  first-degree premeditated murder, and the State is asking you to
  deliver the death penalty.”




  
As
  Ms. Schlitz returned to her desk, Fredrick applauded her. “Well
  done, Counselor. Well done. Hell, after that performance, I would
  have a hard time not sentencing myself to death. It looks like I
  am
  going to fry . . . Bzzz.”



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
Sustained!”
  Judge Galloway yelled. “Counselor, I find you in contempt,” she
  said to Brian. “You are fined one thousand dollars. You had
  better
  find a way to keep your client silent. I do not want any more
  outbursts from him. Do you understand me?”




  
Embarrassed,
  Brian mumbled, “Is a muzzle an option, Your Honor?”



“

  
Do
  you think my courtroom is a joke, Mr. Ross?”



“

  
No,
  Your Honor. I was being serious.”



“

  
I’ll
  tell you what, Mr. Ross; if we have any more outbursts like that
  from
  your client, a muzzle may be in his future after all.”




  
Brian
  leaned over and whispered to Fredrick, “You already have less
  than
  one-hundredth of a percent chance of getting a not guilty
  verdict.
  You are not making things any easier. And by the way, I am
  billing
  you for all my contempt fees.”




  
Giddy,
  Fredrick replied, “One-hundredth of one percent? So, you are
  saying
  there is a chance!”



“

  
Knock
  it off!” Brian said.



“

  
Counselor,
  I am merely trying to have a little fun while I still can,”
  Fredrick said.



“

  
You
  think this is fun?” Brian asked. “I am not having fun. You need
  to stop having fun. No more fun!”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, are you ready to give your opening statement?” Judge
  Galloway
  asked.




  
Brian
  jumped to his feet. “Yes, Your Honor. May I have one minute to
  gather my thoughts?”



“

  
You
  can have all the time you need, as long as it doesn’t exceed five
  seconds. Proceed when you are ready.”




  
Brian
  stood up, straightened his suit and tie, walked over to the jury
  box,
  and addressed the jury. “Ladies and gentlemen, we are only
  fifteen
  minutes into this trial, and we already have more excitement than
  a
  Kim Kardashian self-help video on how to appear
  intelligent.”




  
The
  jury and all the press laughed as Brian glanced at the judge to
  see
  her reaction. Although the judge did not comment, her stern face
  made
  it clear that he was walking on thin ice. 





  
Brian
  placed himself directly in front of the jury. “Guilty. Innocent.
  What are these words? What do they mean? How do we derive and
  assign
  them to a person? I was hoping you could think about this for a
  moment.” Brian paused for about thirty seconds. “How often have
  you listened to someone tell you a story, and they felt guilty
  for
  something they shouldn’t have? How many times have you felt or
  carried guilt that wasn’t yours to carry? 




“

  
We
  often get confused when applying guilt to ourselves and others.
  We,
  humans, are not experts and frequently make mistakes about guilt.
  Because of this, I was hoping you could refrain from pounding
  that
  last nail into the defendant’s coffin. I want you to keep an open
  mind about the defendant’s guilt, even if it’s only a 0.0001
  percent chance that he’s not guilty of the crimes he’s accused
  of. Please keep that possibility open. 





“

  
Over
  the coming weeks, we will discuss the law, and I would be
  grateful if
  you would pay close attention to it. Our rules. Our regulations
  and
  procedures. They are all essential. They keep the criminals off
  the
  streets and our community’s good people safe. I want you to focus
  and listen to any arguments about how the court operates, its
  procedures, and protocol. These are equally important as the law.
  These exist to prevent the government from abusing its citizens,
  corrupt officials from imposing their illegal policies on the
  people,
  and the system from unjustly accusing otherwise innocent citizens
  of
  illegal actions by the state. 




“

  
Can
  you do that? Can you have an open mind for the remainder of this
  trial? I will make you a promise right now. During this trial,
  you
  will discover something new that you’ll remember for the rest of
  your lives. Our courts, our laws, the justice system—they are not
  established or based on guilt or innocence. They operate solely
  on
  what can be proven or disproven in a court of law. You may have
  heard
  the expression, ‘The proof is in the pudding.’ I am here before
  you today to say this phrase is entirely accurate. 




“

  
The
  law is not about guilt or innocence but rather about what can be
  proven. Keep this in mind as we examine the evidence and unravel
  the
  dynamics of this case. This case will be incredibly complicated
  and,
  at times, confusing. I ask you to do your best to understand the
  complexities of the legal system and the law. If you have any
  questions, please don’t hesitate to ask. You must clearly
  understand the ongoing developments in this case. A man’s life
  depends on it. In closing, if you only remember one thing I say,
  please remember this: this court is not about guilt or innocence
  but
  about proof, and the burden lies with the State. Guilt or
  innocence
  does not matter.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz stood up. “There is nothing to prove here,” she said.
  “The evidence and testimony given by the defendant are proof
  enough
  that the defendant is guilty of murder. Any procedure beyond this
  point wastes court resources and taxpayers’ dollars.”



“

  
Objection!
  Objection!” Fredrick cried. “She cannot say anything at the
  moment. She cannot speak!”



“

  
Order!
  Order in the court,” Judge Galloway said. “Mr. Richardson, the
  court does not recognize you as a lawyer in these proceedings.
  You
  may not object. If your lawyer wishes to object, he may do
  so.”



“

  
But
  she cannot speak at this time,” Fredrick said. “Her comment needs
  to be stricken from the court records!”



“

  
Order
  in the court! I will not hold a conversation with you, Mr.
  Richardson. Do not say another word,” Judge Galloway said. “Mr.
  Ross, do you wish to object to the prosecution’s
  statement?”




  
Brian
  stood up calmly. “I do, Your Honor.”



“

  
Objection
  sustained.” To the jury, Judge Galloway said, “The jury will
  disregard the prosecution’s statement.”




  
Judge
  Galloway addressed Ms. Schlitz. “You will refrain from making
  random statements that violate due process in this court. You
  will
  also strictly follow all protocols and procedures from this point
  forward. Do you understand me?”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz stood up. “I do, Your Honor.” As she sat down, she looked
  at Fredrick and said under her breath, “It must piss you off that
  two women, weak women, will decide your fate and whether you are
  going to live or die. Who is playing God now? All you have to do
  is
  confess, and maybe I will let you live.”




  
Fredrick
  lunged at Ms. Schlitz and fired a volley of punches at her head,
  neck, and torso, striking her seven times before security could
  restrain him. 




“

  
Order!
  Order!” Judge Galloway shouted. “I demand the order be restored
  to my court! Officers, please remove the defendant from my
  courtroom!
  I want to see both the prosecution and the defense in my chambers
  now. Bailiff, please send the medical staff to my chambers to
  treat
  Ms. Schlitz. I ask that the jury please remain seated.”




  
While
  security officers dragged Fredrick from the courtroom, he yelled,
  “She cannot speak! It was not her turn. She is breaking the
  procedures. There is no due process! She broke due process! I
  want
  due process!” 





  
Reporters
  captured the moment and rushed out of the courthouse to inform
  their
  media outlets and the world of this morning’s incidents.




  
Meanwhile,
  in her chambers, Judge Galloway chugged a cold glass of water as
  if
  she had just run a marathon. Brian and Ms. Schlitz arrived and
  stood
  before her. “First of all, are you okay?” Judge Galloway asked
  Ms. Schlitz.



“

  
I’ll
  be fine, thank you,” Ms. Schlitz replied as the medical staff
  attended to her wounds.



“

  
Good
  to hear.” Judge Galloway took a deep breath. “I don’t know
  what’s going on between you, and I don’t want to know. This is my
  courtroom. I will not tolerate the unprofessionalism I witnessed
  from
  either of you today. I have the right mind to put you both in
  jail
  for the night so you can think about how you will behave in my
  courtroom tomorrow. 




“

  
Mr.
  Ross, you must control your client, or this will be a very swift
  trial for him. Ms. Schlitz, the defendant is a perilous man, and
  antagonizing him will only make things worse for everyone,
  especially
  yourself. You are both in contempt and are fined one thousand
  dollars. The Florida Bar will be notified if there is more
  nonsense
  like this. Now leave my chambers.”




  
Judge
  Galloway returned to the courtroom to address the court. “In
  light
  of recent events, this court is adjourned and will resume at 7:00
  a.m. on Friday, September 18th, 2026. Bailiffs, please take the
  jury
  to the deliberation room and clear the courtroom.” 





  
Judge
  Galloway followed the jury to their deliberation room and
  addressed
  them. “Ladies and gentlemen, first, I want to apologize for the
  behavior you observed today in my courtroom. I assure you, this
  behavior is highly irregular and will not happen again. 




“

  
Second,
  I would like to discuss the prosecution’s comments, which border
  on
  a violation of due process. Mr. Ross alluded to this in his
  opening
  remarks when referring to due process, law, procedure, and
  protocol.
  We cannot simply skip a trial and ignore due process because we
  already believe someone is guilty. We must ensure the justice
  system’s integrity is not violated. 




“

  
Ms.
  Schlitz’s comments were unprofessional and misleading. Mr. Ross
  is
  correct in saying that procedures must be followed. We will
  precisely
  do that. We will follow the rules of the justice system and
  conduct
  our due diligence to ensure that due process is observed. Does
  anyone
  have any questions?” 





  
None
  of the jurors posed a question. After giving the jury a moment to
  consider what had occurred and her instructions, Judge Galloway
  dismissed the jury and returned to her office, concluding the
  first
  day of court in the trial of the State of Florida versus Fredrick
  Edgar Allan Richardson.



 






 






 






  

    
Brian
went to the courthouse’s detention facility to visit Fredrick
before he was sent back to prison. He found Fredrick sitting on the
floor in the middle of the room, with his legs, hands, and waist
chained to a large post. Fredrick greeted Brian with a
smile.
  



“

  
May
  I speak briefly with my client?” Brian asked the guards.



“

  
You
  have about one minute before we transfer him. You’d better make
  it
  quick,” an officer said.




  
Brian
  approached Fredrick. “Was all of that necessary?”



“

  
You
  heard what that bitch said. She wanted to skip the whole trial,
  throw
  out due process, take me out back, and hang me on the street
  lamp.
  What was I supposed to do, sit there and let her get away with
  it?”



“

  
First
  of all, there are no streetlamps outside the courthouse,” Brian
  said.



“

  
Well,
  that 


  

    
is
  


  

  reassuring, Counselor,” Fredrick said sarcastically.




  
Brian
  continued. “Second, yes. You are supposed to sit there. That is
  why
  I am here, as well as the judge. I would have objected, but the
  judge
  stepped in and ensured the jury wasn’t misguided by the
  prosecution’s statement before I could object.”




  
Fredrick
  disagreed. “Bullshit. You know as well as I do that even if the
  judge admonished her and struck her comment from the record, the
  damage was already done. Those people on the jury will not simply
  delete what they heard. It will ruminate in their minds and
  influence
  the trial’s outcome.”



“

  
Not
  if I can help it,” Brian said with confidence.



“

  
There
  is the lawyer I hired,” Fredrick said, pleased. “How are you
  going to do that?”



“

  
You
  heard my opening remarks. This trial isn’t about your guilt. It
  is
  about what can be proven. We need to focus on that. We need to
  tear
  the evidence apart.”



“

  
The
  video of my arrest is a pretty damning piece of evidence.”



“

  
I
  know. I don’t have an answer for that yet, but I am working on
  it.”



“

  
Also,
  my admittance to the murders probably does not help either,”
  Fredrick said.



“

  
You
  are certainly making things more challenging!”



“

  
Time’s
  up,” a guard said. “Get a move on, Counselor. This prisoner is
  going back where he belongs.”



“

  
I’ll
  stop by to see you on Wednesday after breakfast,” Brian
  said.



“

  
I
  will have to check my calendar, Counselor. I will have my people
  contact your people.”



“

  
I
  am your people.”




  
Fredrick
  laughed. “Correct, you are. I will have you get in touch with
  yourself. It will do you some good!”



 








                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter Seven: Social or Religious Judgment
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    

 






  

    
September
14, 2025, 11:21 a.m.
  



 






  

    
Brian
left the courthouse and was immediately mobbed by dozens of
reporters
on the courthouse steps. Numerous cameras and microphones were
shoved
in his face, making him feel claustrophobic and uncomfortable. The
reporters simultaneously shouted questions:
  



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, why are you defending this man?”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, do you think your client is innocent?”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Mr. Ross, will you press charges against Mr. Richardson for
  assaulting you in court?”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, how can you defend this baby killer?”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, do you plan on defending your client to the best of your
  abilities?”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, have you spoken to the families of any of the victims? If
  not,
  what would you like to say to them?”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, do you wish to say anything to the media? What about the
  people
  of Tampa?”




  
The
  reporters swarmed Brian, and he could neither progress forward
  nor
  backward. Feeling trapped, Brian took a deep breath and said, “I
  cannot discuss an ongoing trial or its specifics at this
  time.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Daria Pawlowski, Q105 Radio News. How do you think your
  first
  day of court went? Can we expect more violent tactics from your
  client?”



“

  
We
  had a few setbacks today, but we will return tomorrow and
  continue to
  seek justice,” Brian replied.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Simone Bedford, Associated Press. Do you believe your
  client is
  innocent of the allegations made against him? Specifically, the
  alleged killing of all those children?”



“

  
I
  cannot comment on Mr. Richardson’s guilt or innocence. The
  evidence
  will speak for itself.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Kelly Simmons, Bay News 9. Why are you defending this
  man?”



“

  
I
  am not defending the man or his alleged actions. I am defending
  the
  law. Everyone, and I mean everyone, who is a citizen of this
  great
  United States is entitled to fair and unbiased legal
  representation.
  This is what I intend to provide to Mr. Richardson.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Jennifer Carroll, NBC News. Mr. Richardson requested you by
  name. Why did he request you? Do you have a history with
  him?”



“

  
As
  you know, I am a public defender,” Brian said. “As such, I did
  not seek to represent Mr. Richardson. I met him only a few months
  ago
  when I was assigned to his case by the public defender. No, he
  and I
  do not have a history.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Andrew McClarkey, BBC. You are a mediocre lawyer with a
  below-average win percentage at the public defender’s office. Why
  are you handling this high-profile case when more prominent
  lawyers
  could be representing your client?”




  
Brian
  tried to hide his disdain. “I have asked myself that question a
  hundred times. You must ask Mr. Richardson to get that answer. If
  he
  tells you, please let me know what he says.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Akhmed Al bin Al Abboud, Al Jazeera News. Is it true that
  you
  and Fredrick have an IQ over 260? What else do you have in
  common? My
  sources say you both have preyed on innocent humans. Is this
  true?
  Have you ever killed anyone, Mr. Ross?”




  
This
  question caused Brian to panic . . . He falsely
  assumed the media knew about his past and hastily provided an
  answer
  without fully considering the implications. “I do not know my IQ,
  but I read that Mr. Richardson’s IQ is 264. As for the latter
  question, I have no recollection.”




  
Mr.
  Al Abboud continued, “Mr. Ross, my sources indicate your IQ is
  267.
  But you know that, don’t you? You are a certified genius with a
  photographic memory. It is implausible to think that you do not
  know
  your IQ.” 





  
Brian
  stepped closer to Akhmed and looked him in the eyes. 





  
Akhmed
  stepped closer to Brian. “No recollection? Are we to believe you
  have forgotten that you were a Navy SEAL with one combat tour in
  Iraq, one tour in Somalia, one in Kosovo, and two combat tours in
  Afghanistan? Specifically, as a member of SEAL Team Eight? Can
  you
  tell us about that, Lieutenant Ross?”




  
Now,
  in a full-blown panic attack, Brian asked, “Who are you?”



“

  
Al
  Jazeera,” Akhmed repeated.



“

  
But
  who are you? Who do you work for?” Brian clarified.




  
Confused,
  Akhmed answered, “I just told you. Al Jazeera.”



“

  
Next
  question,” Brian said.



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson struck you in the chest in court today. Do you intend
  to
  press charges? Rachel McMichaels, CBS News.”



“

  
No.”




  
Ms.
  McMichaels continued, “Mr. Richardson also struck the prosecutor,
  Ms. Schlitz, in court. Several times, I might add. Does she
  intend to
  press charges against your client?”



“

  
You
  will have to ask her.”




  
With
  perfect timing, Ms. Schlitz walked up to the crowd of reporters
  on
  the courthouse steps and provided her answer. “It is true I was
  assaulted in court today by Mr. Ross’s client, Mr. Richardson.
  This
  aggravates me greatly. There is no room for this type of behavior
  in
  our courts. Although I am within my legal rights to do so, I do
  not
  plan to press charges against Mr. Richardson. I plan to win this
  trial swiftly, put Mr. Richardson in prison where he belongs, and
  follow quickly with his death sentence. This will be all the
  justice
  I need. This will be all the justice we all need.”



“

  
Ms.
  Schlitz, Andrew Dickson, CNN. Public defenders often receive a
  negative reputation for their legal capabilities. What do you
  think
  of Mr. Ross? Do you believe Mr. Ross is a threat to the
  prosecution’s
  strategy for Mr. Richardson?”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz laughed. “No, not at all. Mr. Richardson would be better
  off having a premed student defend him.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, do you have a rebuttal?” Andrew asked. Brian did not
  reply.



“

  
Ms.
  Schlitz, Weng Bo, St. Pete Times. “Based on Mr. Ross’s opening
  remarks, do you believe the defense is indifferent to whether Mr.
  Richardson is guilty or innocent?”



“

  
Indifferent?
  Let’s see if he is. Mr. Ross, would you kindly recite the names
  of
  your client’s victims?” Ms. Schlitz asked.




  
Again,
  Brian remained quiet.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, can you tell us the names of the children ‘The Reaper’ is
  accused of killing?” asked Mr. Bo.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross? You do know the names of the victims who suffered at the
  hands
  of your client, right?” Jennifer asked.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross . . .” Mr. Bo said.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross . . .” Ms. Carroll said.




  
Unable
  to recite the names of the victims, Brian bowed his head and
  pushed
  through the crowd of reporters. He saw a taxi at the bottom of
  the
  steps and ran to the car as fast as possible, with reporters in
  pursuit.




  
He
  locked himself in the car and yelled at the driver, “Go! Go! Go!
  Go!”



“

  
Where
  to, sir?” asked the driver.



“

  
Anywhere,
  just move. Go in whatever direction the car is pointing!” Brian
  shouted.



“

  
And
  there you have it,” Ms. Schlitz said as the taxi drove away.
  “That
  is why our legal system is broken. Lawyers defend violent
  criminals,
  and they cannot even say the names of their victims. Simply put,
  they
  do not care if their clients are guilty. They don’t care about
  justice for the victims. They only care about the publicity they
  gain
  for winning and promoting their political careers. Lawyers like
  him
  make me want to run for office. Maybe as governor, I could do
  something about the problem.”



“

  
Ms.
  Schlitz, are you running for governor?” Mr. Bo asked.



“

  
That
  is a fantastic idea. Although I am not running for governor, I
  like
  how you think,” Ms. Schlitz said. “I will look into this more
  after I win this trial. Thank you.”



 






 






 






  

    
Arriving
home, Brian grabbed a beer and sat alongside his trusty pet, Pesty,
an all-black cat. Pesty curled up in Brian’s lap and purred.
Carolyn walked into the room and sat on the floor next to Brian.
Sensing Brian was overwhelmed, she said nothing and rested her head
on his leg.
  



“

  
Is
  it bad?” Brian asked quietly.



“

  
It’s
  all over the news. Every channel is broadcasting and recasting
  your
  interview, as well as the court proceedings. It’s even on the
  radio. I had to turn it all off,” Carolyn said. “Everyone I know
  has been calling me. My phone won’t stop ringing.”



“

  
I’m
  sorry, love,” Brian said. “I never meant for any of this to
  happen. Everything is moving so fast.”



“

  
It’s
  not your fault,” Carolyn said. “You cannot control him. He’s
  going to be who he is. The judge can’t expect you to be able to
  maintain control over that monster.”




  
Seemingly
  lost, Brian said, “He’s unpredictable. I never know what he’s
  going to say or do next.”



“

  
It
  is not your fault! You cannot beat yourself up over him. I . . .
  I do have a question for you. Is that all right?”



“

  
I
  did not recite the names of the victims because I would have
  started
  crying in front of everyone, and I did not want to appear weak,”
  Brian said.




  
Heartbroken
  by Brian’s turmoil, Carolyn said, “Honey! Having feelings and
  emotions does not make you weak.”



“

  
Displaying
  them in front of the entire world on live TV does.”



“

  
No,
  baby. It just means you’re human. It’s okay to hurt,” she said
  with love.



“

  
I
  don’t want to hurt. It’s a distraction. I need to stay focused
  and execute. Something I am not doing very well at the
  moment.”



“

  
Brian,
  you cannot keep it all bottled up inside you,” Carolyn said. “It
  will eat you up. I’ve been crying all day. You can come home to
  me,
  and you can cry with me. We can cry together. Please, baby. Don’t
  become numb. I need you to stay with me. Don’t close yourself
  off.”



“

  
I’m
  afraid that may be too late.”



“

  
You
  can quit,” Carolyn said. “Just quit! You can find another job. We
  don’t need the money right now. We will survive. We will figure
  it
  out. We always do.”




  
Pesty
  stood on Brian’s lap, let out a long yawn, and stretched his
  legs.
  He rubbed the top of his head on Brian’s chin. Brian softly
  petted
  Pesty on his back and gently patted his thigh.



“

  
I
  will consider it,” Brian said.




  
Carolyn
  pet Pesty. “Whatever you choose, my love, I am here for you. I
  will
  always be here for you.”



“

  
I
  know,” Brian said, softly kissing Carolyn on her forehead.



“

  
By
  the way, my family is coming to dinner,” Carolyn said. “I was
  going to remind you earlier, but, well, you know . . .
  You were busy.”



“

  
Shit!
  Is that tonight? I don’t suppose there’s any chance we can get
  out of it?”



“

  
Honey,
  it’s been on the calendar for three months. Besides, my family
  has
  already been on the road for two hours. There’s no way they are
  turning around. It is too late to cancel now.”




  
Brian
  put his head in his hands. “Son of a bitch. I don’t think I can
  do this tonight.”



“

  
I
  will talk to them,” Carolyn said. “They won’t say anything
  about your work. If they do, I will handle it.”




  
Brian
  felt somewhat insulted by the notion of Carolyn standing up for
  him.
  “Honey, I love you, but we both know you cannot handle your
  family.
  I will be fine. I don’t need you to fight my fights. What I do
  need
  is a little alone time before they get here so I can prepare for
  their visit.”



“

  
All
  right, my love. I will be in the kitchen, preparing
  dinner.”



“

  
May
  I ask what we are having?” Brian asked playfully.



“

  
It
  was going to be a surprise, but I am making your favorite:
  Cornish
  hens in a honey glaze, twice-baked potatoes, steamed broccoli
  smothered in cheese, sweet and spicy corn, Dauphinoise potatoes,
  a
  Caesar salad, and homemade biscuits. Oh, and yellow cake with
  thick
  chocolate icing for dessert.”



“

  
Woman!
  If you weren’t married, I would marry you! You are too good to
  me.”




  
Carolyn
  smiled. “I know.”




  
Brian
  leaned in for a kiss. “I love you.”



“

  
I
  love you too,” Carolyn said as she leaned in for a kiss.




  
Brian
  whispered, “I love you more.”




  
Carolyn
  walked toward the kitchen. “Not possible!” She came back with a
  small box. “This is for you.”



“

  
What
  is it?” Brian asked.



“

  
It’s
  an early birthday, Christmas, anniversary, Valentine’s Day,
  Father’s Day—and for no other reason than I love you day—
  gift.”




  
Brian
  opened the box and found a key. Puzzled, he tilted his head and
  looked outside. He didn’t see any cars. “You should probably try
  the garage,” Carolyn said.




  
Brian
  walked out to the garage, and Carolyn followed. He opened the
  garage
  to discover a 1969 Oldsmobile 442 Hurst W30. It was white with
  gold
  trim. Brian fell to his knees. “Oh, my God! Is that mine?”



“

  
Happy
  I Love You Day!”




  
Ecstatic,
  Brian picked Carolyn up and swung her around in circles, kissing
  her.
  “I love you so much! I love you so much! I love you so—so
  much!”



“

  
I
  love you, too, babe,” Carolyn said. “I know you want to go for a
  drive, but don’t forget my family will be here soon.”



“

  
You’re
  right! But, hey, later, I am going to make you super
  happy!”



“

  
Oh,
  I know that you will!”




  
Brian
  picked up Pesty and walked to his office. He closed the door and
  sat
  quietly at his desk. The only thing Brian could hear was Pesty
  purring. Brian closed his eyes and played the night’s events in
  his
  head, anticipating every question his extended family might ask,
  and
  he readied his answers.



 






 






 






  

    
Two
hours later, the doorbell rang, signaling that Ross’s in-laws and
extended family had arrived. Brian opened the door to his office,
and
Pesty zoomed out of the room like a rocket. “See you later, buddy.”
Pesty did not like company and would spend the entire evening
hiding
under Brian’s bed. “Wish I could go with you,” Brian said.
  




  
Brian
  opened the front door and warmly greeted Carolyn’s parents, Kathy
  and Bill; her brother Carl and his wife Belinda; and their three
  children, Christopher, Heidi, and Rodrick; Carolyn’s sister,
  Serenity, her husband, Ricardo, and their three children, Kendal,
  Kendrick, and Kennedy; and lastly, Carolyn’s grandparents, Ken
  and
  Jennifer.




  
Serenity
  and Belinda joined Carolyn in the kitchen and insisted on helping
  her
  prep for the evening’s dinner. “Girl, you are eight months
  pregnant,” Belinda said. “You shouldn’t be doing all this work!
  Let us help you.”



“

  
Kendal,
  Kennedy, please help Aunt Carolyn set the table,” Belinda
  said.



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am,” Kendall and Kennedy said in unison.




  
Ken
  and Jennifer sat in the recliners, and Ken fell asleep
  immediately.
  Carl said, “He talked the entire car ride here and fell asleep
  the
  minute he arrived.”



“

  
I’m
  not surprised, considering he is in his late eighties,” Ricardo
  said. “Let him sleep.”




  
Brian
  sat on the couch, joined by Heidi, Christopher, and Rodrick.
  “Uncle
  Brian, tell us what it was like to be in court with ‘The
  Reaper,’


  

  


  
”
  Rodrick said.



“

  
Cut
  it out! What did I tell you in the car? We are not going to talk
  about this with Uncle Brian,” Carl said.



“

  
It’s
  okay. They are just curious. I would have been excited to learn
  about
  a serial killer when I was their age,” Brian said calmly. “He’s
  just a normal person, no different from you and me.”



“

  
There
  is nothing normal about that man,” Ricardo said.



“

  
True.
  Perhaps normal was a bad choice of words,” Brian
  clarified.



“

  
Like,
  did he punch you in the chest?” Heidi asked.



“

  
In
  fact, he did.”



“

  
Did
  it hurt?” Christopher asked.



“

  
Honestly,
  I don’t remember it. I was deep in thought and wasn’t paying
  attention to him,” Brian explained.



“

  
He
  seems scary. Is he, like, the devil? Some kids in school said he
  was
  the devil,” Kendrick said.




  
Brian
  laughed. “I assure you, he is very human. There is nothing
  supernatural about him.”



“

  
Did
  he kill all those children?” Heidi asked.



“

  
We
  don’t know yet,” Brian said. “He may have, he may not
  have.”



“

  
He
  should be put to death if he did,” Christopher said.



“

  
It’s
  Uncle Brian’s job to see that doesn’t happen,” Carl said.



“

  

    
Dinner!
  


  
”
  Carolyn yelled.



“

  
Thanks,
  Carl,” Brian said with sarcasm.



“

  
I’m
  just stating the facts. You defend bad people. This is a choice
  you
  make,” Carl replied.




  
Speaking
  through her teeth, Belinda said, “Knock it off, Carl!”




  
Everyone
  gathered at the table, where Brian said grace and blessed the
  food
  and the company present. Forty-one minutes passed without any
  further
  questions about Fredrick or the case. Brian was slightly
  impressed
  but knew the shitstorm was coming and patiently waited.




  
Carolyn
  could sense the tension rising and said, “Children, if you’re
  finished, you can play on the Xbox in the living room. You must
  take
  turns, though.” The children rushed out of the dining room into
  the
  living room, leaving only the adults at the table.



“

  
Brian,
  what do you think God thinks about you defending one of the
  enemy’s
  servants?” Ken asked. “As a preacher, I am appalled by the idea
  of helping anyone so evil and vile. His soul is lost, and he is
  an
  agent of the enemy.”




  
Before
  Brian could respond, Carl chimed in, “You should let him get the
  death penalty so he can come face-to-face with his maker. Jesus
  will
  judge him accordingly.”




  
Annoyed,
  Brian said, “I’m just doing my job.”




  
Ken
  argued, “Doing your job, you say? By defending him, you are
  defending evil. What happens if you get a not guilty verdict or a
  mistrial, and that man is released back into society? He will
  kill
  again. You will be responsible for anyone else he kills. That
  blood
  will be on your hands, too, Brian. His sin will become your sin.
  You
  are responsible for him from now on. You are being judged now and
  will be judged for what you do next.”




  
Carolyn
  tried to defend Brian. “


  

  


  
‘Judge
  not, that ye be not judged. For with what judgment ye judge, ye
  shall
  be judged: and with what measure ye mete, it shall be measured to
  you
  again. Matthew 7:1–2.’ We all know this passage, so why are you
  judging my husband? He hasn’t done anything wrong.”



“

  
I
  understand we are not to judge anyone,” Ken said. “I am not
  judging Brian. I spent my whole life not judging anyone in my
  parish.
  And I am okay with that.” Ken turned to Brian. “But I don’t
  understand why you are trying to defend him. You don’t have to
  fight back. You can sit there and let others judge him. The man
  is
  guilty, after all. He has openly admitted to killing those
  children.
  Let him get what he deserves.”



“

  
Anyone
  else?” Brian asked as he looked around the table. There were no
  takers. “Look, I find what happened to each of those children
  atrocious. Nobody deserves to die the way they did, especially
  children. However, my defense of Mr. Richardson is not about what
  he
  did or did not do. It is about upholding the law. The same law
  that
  provides you with protection has been afforded to him. No matter
  what
  he has done, he does not deserve any less than we
  deserve.”



“

  
That’s
  where we differ, Counselor. I believe he deserves to be taken out
  back and hung!” Carl shouted.



“

  
With
  no trial? No due process. Someone makes an accusation, and we
  hang
  them?” Brian asked.



“

  
He
  confessed. He said he did it,” Ken said.



“

  
You
  just can’t get past that, can you? People often confess to crimes
  they didn’t commit. Should we hang them as well?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
We
  aren’t talking about people who are mentally unwell,” Carl
  said.



“

  
Aren’t
  we? You think Fredrick is mentally well?” Brian asked.



“

  
That’s
  a fair point,” Serenity said.



“

  
Why
  can’t you just let him be found guilty? Is that too difficult for
  you?” Ken asked.



“

  
Then
  I wouldn’t be doing my job.”



“

  
What
  about your job as a husband and father?” Ken asked. “What about
  your job as a follower of Christ? It seems you have your
  priorities
  mixed up, Brian.”




  
Jennifer
  attempted to settle things. “Oh, honey, enough. Let the man do
  his
  job. Not everyone is a pastor.”



“

  
You’re
  right,” Ken said. “However, as a pastor, I wouldn’t be doing my
  job if I didn’t fight against and resist evil. By helping that
  man,
  Brian is committing terrible sins. He is aiding and abetting the
  enemy. It is my job as a leader in the Church to say something
  about
  it.”



“

  
Perhaps
  you should do your job as his father and not his persecutor?”
  Carolyn said.



“

  
Anyone
  who defends evil deeds is guilty of the evil they defend,” Ken
  said.




  
Carolyn
  argued, “Would you accuse Jesus of aiding and abetting the enemy
  when he defended the woman caught in adultery who was about to be
  stoned in John 8:1–11?”



“

  
Now,
  hold on,” Ken said. “There is a vast difference between adultery
  and murdering children. The latter is a Greater Sin.”



“

  
Even
  Jesus refers to children being harmed in Mathew 18:6 when he
  says,
  ‘If one of these little children believes in me, and someone
  causes
  that child to sin, it will be very bad for that person. It would
  be
  better for them to have a millstone tied around their neck and be
  drowned in the deep sea,’


  

  


  
”
  Carl said.




  
Carolyn
  was in disbelief at her family. “Jesus does say that. But greater
  sin? Really? That is your argument, Ken? And Carl, you quote that
  scripture verse? This is bullshit, and you both know it. Carl,
  your
  verse talks about leading believers away from Jesus, which is
  harming
  them spiritually, not harming them physically. Ken, your verse
  talks
  about—”



“

  
Yes,
  Greater Sin!” Ken yelled. “Jesus says to Pontius Pilate, ‘You
  would have no authority over me at all unless it had been given
  to
  you from above. Therefore, he who delivered me over to you has
  the
  greater sin,’ John 19:11. This indicates not all sins are equal.
  Some sins will be punished more than others.”



“

  
Are
  you being serious right now?” Carolyn asked, angry.



“

  
I’m
  surprised you don’t believe some sins are worse than others,” Ken
  said. “This notion is found throughout the Bible.”




  
Carolyn
  shook her head in frustration. “Okay, yes, sure! The Old
  Testament
  references these concepts in Leviticus, Numbers, and Ezekiel,
  among
  others. What does this have to do with my husband defending Mr.
  Richardson?”



“

  
We
  are trying to establish that his client is evil, and by defending
  him, Brian is putting himself in harm’s way,” Carl said. “The
  sin this man committed is unforgivable. Therefore, Brian should
  distance himself from him, or this man’s sin and wickedness will
  reflect on Brian.”



“

  
Do
  you all honestly believe my husband is sinning by defending his
  client?” Carolyn asked.



“

  
Yes,”
  Carl said.



“

  
And
  you?” Carolyn asked Ken.



“

  
I
  do,” Ken said.



“

  
I
  can’t believe what I am hearing!”




  
Carl
  tried to explain. “I’m just saying, you are the people you
  surround yourself with, and Brian has chosen to surround himself
  with
  someone wicked and vile.”




  
Carolyn
  lost it. She yelled as loud as she could, “First of all, sin is
  not
  contagious! You can’t catch being a murderer from being around a
  murderer. Jesus surrounded himself with sinners. Did he suddenly
  start sinning because they contaminated him?”



“

  
No!
  He did not,” Serenity said.




  
Carolyn
  continued, “Did Jesus become an adulterer when he stopped the
  crowd
  from stoning the adulterer to death? Did he wear the sin of the
  adulterer by defending her?”




  
Nobody
  answered, so Serenity said, “No! He did not.”




  
Carolyn
  continued her rampage. “And for your unforgivable sin? There is
  only 


  

    
one
  


  

  unforgivable sin. Jesus says in Mark 3:28–29, ‘Truly, I say to
  you, all sins will be forgiven the children of man, and whatever
  blasphemies they utter, but whoever blasphemes against the Holy
  Spirit never has forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin.’
  If
  my husband is sinning by defending his client and doing his job,
  then
  his sin is forgiven, as all sins are forgiven for those who
  believe
  in our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. After all, if Fredrick
  decided
  to seek forgiveness and truly believed, he, too, would be
  forgiven.
  My husband’s sins will be forgiven, just as everyone sitting at
  this table will have theirs forgiven. We do not get to decide who
  is
  forgiven and who isn’t. Do I need to recite John 3:15?”



“

  
But
  Carolyn, by choosing to defend evil, Brian is choosing to sin,”
  Carl said.



“

  
Romans
  3:23 says, ‘All have sinned and are not good enough to share
  God’s
  divine greatness.’ This proves we are all sinners,” Carolyn said.
  “Whether we want to be or not. Whether we choose to be or not.
  


  

    
We
    all sin!
  


  
”




  
Carl
  disagreed. “But Brian’s sins are deliberate. You can’t choose
  to sin and expect to be forgiven for them.”



“

  
Choosing
  to sin, you say? Matthew 18:9 says, ‘And if your eye causes you
  to
  sin, pluck it out and cast it from you. It is better for you to
  enter
  into life with one eye, rather than having two eyes, to be cast
  into
  hellfire.’ Matthew reiterates this in 5:28–30, saying, ‘But I
  say to you that whoever looks at a woman to lust for her has
  already
  committed adultery with her in his heart. If your right eye
  causes
  you to sin, pluck it out and cast it from you, for it is more
  profitable for you that one of your members perish, than for your
  whole body to be cast into hell.’ 




“

  
I
  ask, has anyone at this table ever looked upon a woman, a man, a
  car,
  a house, or any earthly object and lusted after it? Have you ever
  done it more than once in your lifetime? If you have, why haven’t
  you plucked out your eyes? By refraining from plucking out your
  eyes,
  you opt to retain them. Aware that you may sin with them and will
  inevitably use them for sin once more, you are making a conscious
  choice to sin. So, whenever you experience lust for something,
  you
  are choosing to act on it as sin.” Carolyn looked around the
  table,
  and nobody responded. She continued, driving the nail deeper. “I
  do
  not subscribe to this one iota, but this is the logic you all are
  currently using to pass judgment on my husband!”



“

  
We
  understand your point of view, Carolyn,” Ken said. “We do. But
  when you side with evil, at some point, you become evil by doing
  so.”



“

  
So
  now my husband is evil?” Carolyn asked. “Romans 5:20 reads, ‘The
  law was brought in so that more people would sin the way Adam
  did.
  But where sin increased, there was even more of God’s grace.’ You
  do understand what this means, right? It means no one can out-sin
  God’s grace. We are all sinners before God. But it is through
  Christ that we are saved and made righteous. Brian is in Christ
  and,
  therefore, righteous. He is saved. It is you who need to check
  yourselves. You are the ones passing judgment and using the Holy
  Bible to do so. Jesus would be ashamed!”



“

  
Why
  are we debating salvation and grace? This man is not saved and
  will
  not receive either,” Jennifer said. “Brian, is he a
  Christian?”



“

  
Based
  on the few conversations we’ve had, I believe it is safe to say
  Mr.
  Richardson does not believe in Jesus, the Holy Spirit, or God the
  Father,” Brian said.



“

  
I
  don’t give a shit about Mr. Richardson’s beliefs,” Carolyn
  yelled. “I care that you attacked my husband in his own home with
  your pious beliefs. What is wrong with you people?”



“

  
We
  did not attack anyone,” Serenity said, referring to herself and
  her
  husband, Ricardo.




  
Carolyn’s
  father, Bill, said, “Honey, we are not attacking Brian. It’s just
  that we do not understand why, as a Christian, he is defending
  such
  an evil man.”




  
Carolyn
  sobbed. “It’s his job! He is not defending the man’s actions,
  behaviors, or beliefs. He is protecting his client’s legal
  rights.
  Not that he needs to explain or justify that to any of you. Brian
  is
  a good, God-fearing man and will be a terrific father. For fuck’s
  sake, it’s people like you that give Christians a bad
  reputation.”
  Carolyn ran out of the room into the kitchen. Jennifer followed
  and
  tried to console her.




  
Brian
  looked around and noticed everyone sitting silently, heads bowed.
  “Ricardo, you’ve been quiet this whole time,” Brian said. “What
  are your thoughts?”




  
Before
  answering, Ricardo looked at his wife, Serenity, who slowly shook
  her
  head, no. “I’m just wondering when we are going to have dessert,”
  Ricardo said. Brian raised his fist and got a bump from
  Ricardo.



“

  

    
Kids!
    Dessert!
  


  
”




  
The
  evening returned to normal as if the debate had never happened.
  The
  family enjoyed their dessert and said goodbye to each other. As
  the
  last of Carolyn’s family left the house, Brian closed and locked
  the door. He looked at Carolyn. “I owe you an apology. I was
  wrong.
  You are capable of fighting for me.”




  
Carolyn
  smiled. “You owe me nothing. I only ask one thing of you.”



“

  
Anything,”
  Brian said.




  
Carolyn
  put her head on his chest. “Do not forsake your soul, conscience,
  or sanity to defend this man.”



“

  
I
  will not.”




  
Carolyn
  looked up with tears. “Promise me!”



“

  
I
  promise,” Brian confirmed while holding her tight.




  
Carolyn
  smiled and dropped her dress. “Let’s get you to bed, Mr. Ross,”
  she said.



“

  
Mrs.
  Ross!”
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Brian
arrived at work at 5:00 a.m., four hours earlier than usual, to
check
his messages and email. After the previous day’s court fiasco, he
knew he would have dozens, if not hundreds, of messages and emails
to
sort through. Brian sat down at his desk to go through his messages
and found a note from Cynthia:
  




  

    
Dearest
    Brian. There is nothing better to get one motivated than to
    have your
    ass kicked in the first half. You, sir, got your ass kicked!
    Now,
    regroup, create a new plan, and execute it. The second half is
    yet to
    be played. It’s still anyone’s game. Good luck.
  




  

    
P.S.
    You look nice in those brown slacks. Nice choice.
  




  
Brian
  looked down and realized he was wearing brown slacks. In
  disbelief,
  he shook his head. “How does she do that?”




  
Brian
  opened his laptop and logged in. Strangely, there were no new
  emails.
  He looked at his phone and saw no new messages. Puzzled, Brian
  wondered why nobody had reached out. He was all but certain there
  would be a bevy from peers, journalists, and strangers. However,
  no
  message was waiting for him in the queue.




  
Realizing
  he had a few extra hours to spare, Brian called the prison to ask
  Fredrick if they could meet earlier than planned. Brian was
  transferred to Cell Block D, where Fredrick was being
  held.



“

  
Officer
  Jones, Cell Block D,” a prison guard answered.



“

  
Officer
  Jones, my name is Brian Ross. I would like to—”



“

  
Fredrick
  said to pass along that he is ready and waiting for you to arrive
  as
  soon as possible.”




  
Taken
  aback, Brian replied, “How is that possible? Visiting hours
  aren’t
  for another four hours, and I only just decided thirty seconds
  ago to
  come in early. Fredrick has no idea I want to come early. You
  said
  Fredrick is sitting there waiting for me? Like, right now? As we
  speak?”



“

  
Yes,
  sir,” the officer replied. “He’s looking right at me from his
  cell. He is giving me one of those creepy, eerie, smiley things
  that
  he does. You know the look.”



“

  
Yes,
  I am familiar,” Brian said. “Well, okay, then. Tell him I am on
  my way. I will be there in about twenty minutes.”



“

  
Understood.
  Anything else?” the officer asked.



“

  
No,
  that will do it. Thank you very much.”




  
The
  guard motioned a thumbs-up to Fredrick, who politely returned the
  bird hand gesture and mouthed, “Fuck You, Piggy.”




  
The
  guard looked down at his monitor and said to himself, “What an
  asshole.”



 






 






 






  

    
On
the drive to the prison, Brian listened to the radio for the latest
gossip about the case. The two DJs, Mike B. and Melissa M. of Q105,
were making fun of Brian and Fredrick. Listeners were calling the
hotlines, and their calls were broadcast live. Several callers
called
for Fredrick to be put to death, while others called for Brian to
be
fired and disbarred.
  



“

  
That
  man is a stain on the human race and needs to be put down,” said
  a
  male caller, referring to Fredrick.




  
One
  female caller said, “Brian Ross is a poor excuse of a lawyer.
  Where
  did he get his law degree? From ACME? He should be fired and
  disbarred.”




  
Another
  female caller said, “I want to thank the prosecutor for her
  bravery
  in standing up to that horrible man. I pray she wins the trial.
  If
  she runs for governor, she has my vote.”




  
Finally,
  the last caller was a man who said, “I can’t speak for anyone
  else. But if that monster had killed my child, he’d be dead
  already. We wouldn’t even need a trial.”




  
Brian
  turned off the radio and rolled down his window. He listened to
  the
  wind and the purr of his 455 V8 engine for the rest of the drive
  to
  the prison. The drive was peaceful for Brian, allowing him to
  relax
  and enjoy a moment of calm.



 






 






 






  

    
Fredrick
sat in his chair in the briefing room. His hands, legs, and waist
were loosely chained to the floor. Four correctional officers stood
watch, one in each corner of the room. Fredrick entertained himself
by singing his version of his favorite Nine Inch Nails song,
“Closer”:
  




  
He
  stood up and began motioning with his hips, and continued
  singing.



“

  
Sit
  down and shut your fucking mouth, prisoner. If you say another
  word,
  I will shut it for you,” a guard yelled. 





  
Fredrick
  stopped and sat down. He hummed the rest of the song while
  smiling at
  the guards.




  
Brian
  entered the debriefing room and greeted Fredrick. “Hello, Mr.
  Richardson. How are you this morning?”




  
Fredrick
  looked at Brian but did not reply. 




“

  
Mr.
  Richardson, can you hear me? Is everything okay?” Brian
  asked.




  
Fredrick
  looked at all the guards and kept humming the song. 





  
Brian
  then looked at the guards. “What did you do to him?”



“

  
We
  told him not to speak,” said one of the guards.



“

  
Get
  out,” Brian said. “All of you, out!” Once the guards left the
  room, Brian addressed Fredrick, “Okay, now you can talk.”



“

  
Aw,
  Counselor. I was just about to do my solo,” Fredrick said
  sarcastically. “I believe I was a professional hummer in my
  former
  life.”




  
Brian
  laughed. “I’m afraid that comment does not sound how you think it
  sounds.”




  
Fredrick
  considered the comment. “Correct, you are. We will pretend I
  never
  said that. How do you think day one went?”




  
Brian
  shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. “Court? We could have
  fared better. We have a lot to work on.”




  
Fredrick
  smiled. “You have much to work on.”



“

  
Yeah,
  sure. If you want this to work, it must be a team effort.”



“

  
Counselor,
  I am not paying you for me to do your work. If that were the
  case, I
  could represent myself.”




  
Brian
  leaned forward, looked Fredrick in the eyes, and said firmly, “If
  you ever hope to see daylight again, you may want to rethink your
  strategy.”




  
Fredrick
  sat back and put his hands on his head. “I’ll think about it.”
  After two seconds, he said, “I’ve thought about it. No. You need
  to do your job. I cannot do it for you.”



“

  
Why
  did you hire me?” Brian asked. “Why did you want me? You could
  have had any high-profile lawyer in the state. Why me?”




  
Fredrick
  laughed. “Aw, Counselor. You still haven’t figured it out
  yet?”



“

  
Figure
  it out?” Brian asked, unamused. “What game are you
  playing?”



“

  
We
  are the same, you and I.”




  
Surprised
  by Fredrick’s comment, Brian asked, “How do you figure that? We
  are nothing alike.”



“

  
Aren’t
  we?”



“

  
What
  is that supposed to mean?” Brian asked.



“

  
Let
  me count the ways. We both have an IQ over 260. We are both
  better
  than everyone else around us in everything we do. We not only
  meet
  the standard, but we also exceed it. We are intellectually
  smarter,
  faster, and twenty steps ahead of everybody we meet. We both went
  to
  Harvard. Both are lawyers. We both are strong, fit, alpha males.
  We
  are both leaders. We are both relentless and never quit. Failure
  is
  never an option for us. We rarely make mistakes, if ever. We are
  at
  the top of the food chain. Counselor, I could go on and on. The
  point
  is, you and I are the same.”



“

  
We
  are not the same,” Brian said.



“

  
Okay,
  Counselor. How are we different?”



“

  
All
  right, let’s see,” Brian said. “I am married, have a child on
  the way, am a Christian, I believe in God, work an honest job,
  and I
  don’t murder children.”



“

  
Semantics.
  You misunderstand. I do not mean we have the same bedsheets,
  Counselor. I mean, we have the same bed.”



“

  
And
  what bed might that be?” Brian asked.




  
Fredrick
  leaned forward. “We are both predators. You and me. We are both
  killers!”




  
Brian
  laughed. “Predators? I just told you that I don’t kill children.
  How am I a predator?”




  
Fredrick
  grew angry. “Do not fuck with me, Counselor! I am tired of
  telling
  you this, but I know everything there is to know about you. I
  know
  you better than you know yourself. We are 


  

    
both
  


  

  predators!”



“

  
Why
  is it every time we meet, it’s confrontational, and you
  persistently accuse me of being a predator? And you claim to know
  everything about me? Yet I know almost nothing about you except
  what
  is in your file, which, as you know, is nothing, and of course, I
  know what the media is saying, all of which is probably
  true.”




  
Fredrick
  leaned forward as far as the chains would allow him, struggling
  to
  get closer. Fredrick’s skin began to tear where the cuffs touched
  his skin, allowing his blood to flow freely. He looked at Brian
  grimly. “It is a predator’s job to know more about his prey than
  the prey knows about the predator.”




  
Brian
  smiled. “Is that it? Do you see me as prey? What have I done for
  you to want to kill me? I’m trying my best to save your ass from
  the electric chair.”




  
Fredrick
  was nonresponsive. 





  
Brian
  continued, “There must be something I have done if you want to
  kill
  me.”




  
Fredrick
  sat back and smiled. He played with his blood on the table,
  drawing
  little symbols. “This is nonsense. I need you to be my lawyer. If
  I
  did not, I would have retained a different lawyer.”



“

  
Okay.
  So we are back to that,” Brian said. “Why do you need me?”



“

  
I
  need your brain. Only your brain can do what needs to be
  done.”




  
Brian
  shook his head. “Talking to you is like reading a bad fortune
  cookie.”




  
Fredrick
  smiled. “Speaking of bad, I want you to stop hiding. It is bad
  for
  us.”



“

  
Hiding?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
Yes,
  hiding.”



“

  
How
  am I hiding exactly?” Brian asked.




  
Fredrick
  grew tired of the game. “Would you like me to spell it out for
  you,
  Counselor?”




  
Brian
  was delighted with the offer. “Sure. Spell it out for me,
  Fredrick.
  Be a gentleman.”



“

  
You
  are the second most intelligent man I have ever met, second to
  myself, of course.”



“

  
Of
  course,” Brian said.



“

  
Yet,
  you hide in mediocrity,” Fredrick said. “You hide behind your
  PTSD, alcoholism, and drug use. It is good that you are now
  sober,
  but you are still hiding intellectually. You should own the
  prosecution, the judge, and anyone presenting as an opponent. I
  know
  you are always twenty steps ahead of your opponents, yet you
  always
  seem to fall short. I understand how your brain works because we
  share the same basic structure. I know you are a leader. I know
  you
  are strong and arrogant, like me. I know you have past demons. I
  know
  you are a killer. But God dammit, Counselor, you are a fucking
  rock
  star drowning in self-misery. Wake the fuck up and make the world
  your bitch! Seize the day, Counselor!”




  
Unamused,
  Brian smiled. “Is that supposed to be some sort of pep talk to
  motivate me?”



“

  
Is
  it motivation you need?”




  
Brian
  considered Fredrick’s response. “I’m afraid to ask.”



“

  
Indeed,
  you will be. You will be. You do not want me to motivate you,
  Counselor. If you believe anything I say, believe that.”




  
Brian
  took a deep breath. “Fredrick, you do not intimidate me—not
  physically, mentally, socially, and most definitely not
  intellectually.”



“

  
Fine.
  If you want to be second best in life, be my guest. But always
  remember this: you never surpassed my achievements, let alone
  became
  my peer.”




  
Brian
  scoffed at Fredrick’s comment. “What achievements might those
  be?”



“

  
I
  have mastered torture, fear, and terror. I understand it
  intimately.
  I can smell it. I can taste it. I dream about it. I see it in the
  eyes of everyone I meet. I love it. It floods my brain with
  adrenaline, and the glucose rush causes me a heavenly high. I
  enjoy
  it very much. As do you, Counselor.”



“

  
I
  hate to break it to you, but instilling fear in little children
  is
  not an accomplishment, Fredrick. It’s cowardly and weak.”




  
The
  TV in the next room aired a news flash. “Good evening, Tampa Bay.
  I’m Elsbeth Kinkaid, and this is Bay News 9. We have breaking
  news
  in the case of ‘the Reaper’ murders. The body of the twelfth
  victim has been found and positively identified as that of
  five-year-old Charlotte Sanchez. Her body was discovered this
  morning
  when a local man was walking his dog along a wooded path in
  Tarpon
  Springs. The police have not released the cause of death. As we
  know
  more, we will keep you informed. I am Elsbeth Kinkaid, and this
  is
  Bay News 9.”




  
Fredrick
  smiled. “I remember her very well. Would you like to know her
  cause
  of death, Counselor?”




  
Brian
  looked at Fredrick in disgust. Trying to hold his anger back,
  Brian
  said, “Fredrick, they were just little kids.”




  
Fredrick
  tilted his head and admired Brian’s anger. “Is that what it is,
  Counselor? You are fixated on the children and the fact that they
  were children? Is that what keeps you blind to the truth? I will
  fix
  that for you. Write this down.”



“

  
Write
  what down?” Brian said. “I’m done playing your games.”



“

  
I
  am only going to say this once,” Fredrick said. “It is a good
  thing you have a photographic memory. 28.099976-82.312750.




  
Brian
  asked, “What is that? Is that a location?”



“

  
Guards,
  we are done here!” Fredrick yelled.



“

  
What?
  We haven’t even discussed the case. What do you mean, ‘We are
  done here’? You can’t leave. We have work to do!”




  
As
  Fredrick was unshackled from the table, he smiled and stared at
  Brian. Then he tilted his head and stuck his tongue out of his
  mouth
  like a snake.



“

  
Is
  it longitude and latitude?” Brian asked. “What will I find
  there?”




  
Fredrick
  was escorted out of the room. Walking through the doorway, he
  looked
  back. “That information is for your eyes only, Counselor. Do not
  bring the police. Attorney-client privilege and all.” Fredrick
  laughed all the way down the hallway.




  
Brian
  watched as Fredrick was escorted away. Once the door closed,
  Brian
  pulled out a Sharpie and wrote the numbers Fredrick provided on
  his
  forearm. He left the prison feeling anxious. 


  

    
Great,
    my life, career, and sanity are in the hands of a serial
    killer.
  




  
On
  the drive home, Brian thought about what he would find at the
  location. Was it another body? A coded message? What game was
  Fredrick playing? Realizing he was doing precisely what Fredrick
  wanted, Brian pulled off the road and considered whether he
  should go
  to the location. Curiosity got the better of him, and he
  continued
  onward. 





  
Once
  he arrived home, he entered the house, walked to the garage, then
  to
  the attic, lowered the ladder, and climbed up to retrieve an old
  box
  filled with items from his previous life. Brian opened the box,
  pulled out his old GPS receiver, and blew the dust off. He walked
  downstairs to the kitchen and got some batteries from a drawer.
  The
  device turned on. 




“

  
Good
  as new,” Brian said. He changed the settings to latitude and
  longitude and entered Fredrick’s numbers. The coordinates
  displayed
  a pinpoint location on the map—a small island along the
  Hillsborough River near Morris Bridge Road. Brian returned to the
  garage and grabbed a shovel, a plastic bag, and a flashlight. He
  then
  drove to the location pinpointed by the GPS.




  
The
  location led Brian to Wilderness Park. A sign indicated the
  park’s
  hours were from 7 a.m. to 8 p.m. Brian looked at his watch and
  saw
  that it was only 6:30 a.m. He realized he still had time to get
  in
  and out before the park opened. 





  
Brian
  snuck past the gates and ran down the trail toward the island. He
  swam across the river and walked to where his GPS pinged. There,
  he
  dug. About two feet deep, he found an old box. He opened the box
  and
  found a plastic bag containing what looked like paper. He folded
  it
  in his jacket, swam across the river, and returned to his car.
  Brian
  stopped at home to avoid getting caught, showered, changed
  clothes,
  and sat down to explore the package. 





  
He
  carefully unfolded the paperwork. It was a list of dates and
  names—nineteen of them. Brian thought of Fredrick’s victims.
  However, after examining the dates and names closely, he realized
  that none of the names and dates matched those of the nineteen
  victims they were already aware of. These must be the names and
  dates
  of nineteen other victims. A note at the bottom of the page
  read:
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Brian
    jumped out of his seat. Standing at his desk, he stared at the
    piece
    of paper. The damaged edges and the paper’s aging proved it had
    been buried for many years, so he knew it could not be new.
    
  





  

    

      
How?
      
    
  


  

    
Brian
    wondered. 
  


  

    

      
How
      does this piece of paper, which has been buried for at least
      ten
      years, say “The Reaper” on it? The media only coined the term
      for
      Fredrick a few months ago.
    
  


  

    

    
  





  

    
Brian
    didn’t believe this was a coincidence, but he could not explain
    it
    either.
  




  
Brian
  Googled “


  

    
Quattuor
    Messor’s” on his iPhone. Other than literal translations from
    English to Latin, the only reference that made sense to Brian
    was
    
  


  
“Quattuor
  Messiaen,” which referred to Olivier Messiaen’s “Quartet for
  the End of Time.” He was a French composer who wrote the piece
  while a prisoner of war in a German camp during World War II. He
  was
  rumored to have dedicated the piece to the Angel of the
  Apocalypse.
  Brian wondered, 


  

    
Does
    Fredrick think he is the Angel of the Apocalypse?
  




  
Brian
  played the music piece on YouTube. It was an eerie
  piece—something
  one might find in a bizarre drug-induced short indie film. Brian
  imagined that the music’s sound was what Fredrick’s brain would
  sound like. 


  

    
While
    listening to the screeching music, Brian printed the list of
    names
    and dates and memorized them. Brian then headed to work.
  




  

    
Sitting
    
  


  
alone
  in his office, Brian listened to the entirety of the
  fifty-four-minute-and-thirty-second quartet while slowly drinking
  a
  beer. 





  
He
  opened the case files of all the victims, removed their photos,
  and
  spread them across the floor. He thought about the information
  Fredrick had revealed, envisioning each child, each victim, and
  their
  interactions with Fredrick. The haunting music drove Brian’s mind
  deeper and deeper into Fredrick’s psyche. The darkness was
  overwhelming. Brian was numb. 





  
Brian
  looked at the time and realized the workday had begun. He called
  Cynthia on the intercom. “Please have Ivan and Kendall come to my
  office. Thank you.”



“

  
You
  got it, doll,” Cynthia said. “Hey, wait a minute. I didn’t see
  you come in this morning. How did you get by me?”



“

  
I’ve
  been working on my ninja skills,” Brian said.



“

  
Oh,
  it’s going to be like that. Game on, mister!” 





  
Ivan
  and Kendall walked into Brian’s office and saw him finish his
  drink. They slowly walked toward Brian, eyes wide.



“

  
Is
  it 5:30 already?” Kendall joked. 




“

  
It
  5:30 somewhere, always,” Ivan said.



“

  
Now
  you’re getting it, Ivan,” Kendall said. That’s the American
  spirit.” Kendall looked at Brian. “But in all seriousness, Boss,
  it’s 8:05 a.m. Is everything all right?”




  
Brian
  laid a map across his desk alongside the photos of all Fredrick’s
  victims. “Ivan, Kendall, I have a task for you, and you can tell
  nobody. Not a single person. This will be a tedious endeavor, and
  you
  may encounter significant pushback, but you cannot accept ‘no’ as
  a definitive answer. Also, this task must be completed as soon as
  possible.”



“

  
Boss,
  no problems,” Ivan said. “We make done this task. Whatever you
  ask, we make it.”



“

  
Okay,
  what is so secretive about this task?” Kendall asked. 
  


  Why
  can’t we tell anyone about it?”



“

  
Here’s
  the deal,” Brian said. “Mr. Richardson is our client. As you
  know, anything he shares with us is confidential. Therefore, we
  cannot, under any circumstances, repeat what he confides in us to
  anyone.”




  
Ivan
  and Kendall looked at each other. “Boss, we not first-day
  employee,” Ivan said. “This we know.”



“

  
Right,”
  Brian said. “Earlier this morning, I spoke to Mr. Richardson. He
  confided in me and said there are more victims than we have on
  record.”



“

  
That’s
  not surprising,” Kendall said. “You can never trust what a serial
  killer says. They always try to keep a few names in reserve to
  use
  later as bargaining chips. They do this to try to prolong their
  death
  sentence. What is his number? Two or three more victims?”



“

  
Try
  nineteen,” Brian said without emotion. “But I do not believe it
  stops at nineteen. I’ve been thinking about it all morning and
  did
  the math. I have a theory, and if I am correct, I think
  Fredrick’s
  body count is more like seventy-six.”



“

  
How
  did you come up with that number?” Cynthia asked.




  
Brian
  looked at Cynthia. “When did you come in?”



“

  
Come
  on, Brian,” Cynthia said. “You know I know everything that
  happens in this office.”




  
Brian
  asked Cynthia to leave the room. 




“

  
I
  do have a theory,” Brian said. “And I won’t explain it now, but
  I believe Fredrick’s body count is much higher than
  thirty-eight.”



“

  
Where
  are you getting thirty-eight from?” Kendall asked.




  
Brian
  showed the note to the group. “I went on a treasure hunt this
  morning after I met with Fredrick. He gave me a coordinate, and I
  went there and dug up a box. Inside the box was this list of
  names
  and dates. I cross-checked them, and they do not match the names
  of
  the nineteen victims we are aware of. These are nineteen
  different
  victims Fredrick killed.”



“

  
You
  said you think Fredrick killed upwards of seventy-six?” Kendall
  asked.




  
Brian
  nodded his head. “It’s a theory. But yes.”



“

  
Where
  are the other bodies?” Kendall asked.



“

  
I
  don’t know. But if I am correct, there are still fifty-seven
  victims we know nothing about. We must find them.”



“

  
Okay,
  Boss, me and Kendall find for you fifty-seven bodies,” Ivan
  said.



“

  
Ivan,
  are you sure you don’t work for the KGB?” Kendall asked.



“

  
I
  have uncle, two brother, and mother who is working for KGB. Why
  you
  make this question?”



“

  
Never
  mind, Ivan. I don’t want to know.”



“

  
We
  know of nineteen victims,” Brian said. “Fredrick just gave us
  nineteen more victims as a gift, bringing the total to
  thirty-eight.
  If my math is correct, there are fifty-seven more victims out
  there
  that nobody knows about. We need to find the new nineteen and the
  other thirty-eight. I cannot explain why, but I think we will
  find
  these victims spread out across the state of Florida.”



“

  
Wait,
  isn’t this something the prosecution should be doing? Why do we
  want to find more evidence against our client?” Kendall
  asked.



“

  
If
  we have the information, the prosecution doesn’t,” Brian
  said.



“

  
Obstruction
  of justice comes to mind. Ever heard of it?” Kendall asked
  seriously.



“

  
I
  will argue that this information falls under disclosure from our
  client,” Brian said. “We wouldn’t be looking if he hadn’t
  told us in the first place. He wants us to find these victims. He
  wants 


  

    
me
  


  

  to find these victims. Besides, the prosecution is so wrapped up
  in
  the existing evidence that they haven’t even tried to find
  additional evidence.”



“

  
Um . . .”
  Kendall said, “the police will know we got copies of dozens of
  unsolved murders. They will eventually put two and two together.
  This
  isn’t going to go unnoticed for long, Brian.”



“

  
You
  let me worry about that,” Brian said. “You two get those case
  files and get them quickly.”




  
Neither
  Ivan nor Kendall said another word. Brian gave them a minute to
  let
  the information sink in. Then, Brian handed Ivan and Kendall a
  piece
  of paper. “Here is a list of the names and dates. I haven’t
  looked at it in detail yet. I need you guys to run this to
  ground.”
  Drawing lines on a map, Brian continued, “I want you to quietly
  contact every police department south of Ocala and north of
  Lakeland,
  from Clearwater Beach to New Smyrna Beach, and everything in
  between.
  We need to obtain all the cases of unsolved murders from May 1976
  to
  May 2026—men, women, children—any unsolved murder. We will
  compare those cases to the list Fredrick provided. If I’m right,
  they will be a match. This is a significant request and will
  require
  substantial time and effort. As a reminder, we cannot let this
  information get out.”



“

  
Ivan,
  take New Smyrna Beach and work west, and I will take Clearwater
  Beach
  and work east,” Kendall said. “Can we meet in the middle?”



“

  
I
  always wish see beach of East Coast,” Ivan said.




  
Brian
  gave his final instruction. “Good, we have a plan. Time is of the
  essence. You have forty-eight hours to get this done. We will
  meet
  here in my office then. Happy hunting, you two.”



“

  
Hey,
  Boss, where did you say you got the treasure box from?” Kendall
  asked.



“

  
I
  dug it up on a small island along the Hillsborough River near
  Morris
  Bridge Road, just outside Wilderness Park.”



“

  
How
  did you get to the island?” Kendall asked.



“

  
I
  swam across the river.”



“

  
You
  what?” Kendall asked. “You do know that bull sharks breed in the
  river. All their pups are in there, and they bite pretty much
  anything that moves.”



“

  
I
  did not know that,” Brian said. “However, bull sharks are minnows
  compared to the beasts I’ve made friends with in the open
  ocean.”



“

  
You
  may talk a big game, but you were very lucky!” Kendall said.
  “Very!”




  
Kendall
  and Ivan left Brian’s office. 




“

  
Should
  I start updating my resume?” Cynthia asked on the
  intercom.



“

  
I’m
  not surprised.”



“

  
You
  knew I would be listening!” Cynthia said. “What are you thinking?
  Are you trying to find evidence on our client that could crucify
  him
  and then trying to hide that same evidence from the prosecution?
  Have
  you lost your mind?”



“

  
Do
  you trust me?” Brian asked.



“

  
At
  this moment, I have my doubts.”



“

  
Cynthia,
  do you trust me? Do you honestly trust me?”



“

  
You
  know I do. But this doesn’t make any sense,” Cynthia said.



“

  
My
  mind has never been sharper,” Brian said. “Fredrick did
  something, said something—I don’t know exactly—but something
  happened. It all suddenly clicked. Everything is becoming clearer
  to
  me. I still don’t have it all figured out, but it is starting to
  make a lot more sense to me. I am starting to see the big
  picture.”



“

  
Well,
  at least one of us knows what is going on,” Cynthia said. She
  paused. “Have you formulated a plan to inform Carolyn
  yet?”




  
Brian
  thought about it. “Not yet. I’ve been so busy, I didn’t even
  think about it. But I’ll get around to it. It’s on my to-do
  list.”



“

  
No
  worries. Just so you know, my couch is too small for you, so
  you’ll
  have to share my bed if it doesn’t go well with her. Will that be
  a
  problem?” Cynthia asked.



“

  
Um . . .
  uh . . . I was . . . I was going
  to . . .”




  
Cynthia
  hugged Brian. “Aw, sugar, don’t let me pressure you into doing
  it. I don’t bite . . . hard.”



“

  
I’m
  going to work on that right now,” Brian said.




  
Walking
  out of Brian’s office, Cynthia yelled, “My door is always
  open!”




  
Brian
  yelled back, “Not going to need it!”




  
Brian
  considered how he would break the news to Carolyn that Fredrick
  could
  have as many as seventy-six victims. After some thought, Brian
  decided not to give her any specifics. Instead, he would only
  offer
  generalizations. 


  

    
That
    should buy me some time.
  


  

  





  
Brian
  reviewed all the case files of the children Fredrick claimed to
  have
  killed in the Greater Tampa Bay area. After hours of looking at
  photos and evidence, Brian left work and headed home, stopping to
  get
  some flowers for Carolyn and hoping to make the evening more
  balanced. Brian walked into the house and handed the flowers to
  Carolyn.



“

  
Pretty.
  Are those for me?” Carolyn asked with a warm, friendly
  smile.



“

  
I
  don’t see any other beautiful pregnant wives around,” Brian said
  nervously. “Yes, of course, they are for you.”



“

  
There
  better not be any other beautiful pregnant wives around!”




  
Brian
  laughed. “There’s not.”



“

  
All
  right. Let me have it. What did you do?”



“

  
I
  didn’t do anything!” Brian said.



“

  
Honey,
  I’ve known you a long time,” Carolyn said. “I know when you’re
  nervous. How was your day at work?” 




“

  
It
  was informative,” Brian said.



“

  
Oh,
  how so?”




  
Brian
  sighed. “I am going to tell you something, but before I do, I
  need
  you to promise me two things.”




  
Carolyn
  looked concerned. “Now I really want to know what you did. Spill
  it; what is it?”



“

  
I
  didn’t do anything. I need to share something with you, but I
  need
  you to promise me that—


  

    
A
  


  
—you
  will not get upset, and—


  

    
B
  


  
—you
  will not ask for any details.”



“

  
Sure,”
  Carolyn said.



“

  
No.
  I need you to promise me.”



“

  
What
  are we, ten?” Carolyn asked.



“

  
Say
  it. Say it out loud.”




  
Reluctantly,
  Carolyn agreed. “I promise I won’t get upset and will not ask for
  detailed information.”



“

  
Okay.
  Remember, you promised.”




  
Speaking
  through her teeth, Carolyn said, “Say it!”




  
Brian
  closed his eyes. “I have reason to believe Fredrick has more
  victims than the nineteen we currently know about.”



“

  
How
  many more?”



“

  
Carolyn,
  you promised you wouldn’t ask for details,” Brian said.



“

  
Brian,
  you can’t tell me something like that and expect me not to ask
  questions!”




  
Brian
  took a deep breath. “Right now, it is only speculation. We don’t
  have any concrete evidence for confirmation. It’s just a theory
  I’m
  working on.”




  
Carolyn
  took a moment to think and then asked, “How confident are you
  about
  this theory?”



“

  
I’m
  pretty confident.



“

  
Like,
  how confident is confident?” Carolyn asked.



“

  
100
  percent,” Brian confirmed.



“

  
Brian
  Alexander Ross! What are we going to do?”



“

  
We
  aren’t going to do anything,” Brian said. “I will continue to
  do my job, and you will continue to support me. I don’t see any
  other viable options. Until we know more, nothing will
  change.”



“

  
What
  should I say to people when they comment or ask about it?”
  Carolyn
  asked.



“

  
Right
  now, only six people know about it,” Brian said. “That number
  includes you. But if it becomes public knowledge, be honest.
  Whatever
  your heart tells you, say that.”




  
Angry,
  Carolyn stormed off. “I’m going to bed! Are you coming?”



“

  
Unfortunately,
  no. I need to work on some things for tomorrow. I will be in
  later.”



“

  
Good,
  I need some time to process this,” Carolyn said. “Take all the
  time you need.”



“

  
Goodnight,
  I love you,” Brian said.




  
Walking
  away from Brian, Carolyn said, “You have a strange way of showing
  it.”




  
Brian
  sat at his desk, preparing for the following day’s work. He
  organized his folder and paperwork. Just as he started to write
  down
  his strategy, his phone dinged; it was a text from Carolyn—a
  photo
  of her wearing only white lacy panties. Brian stopped what he was
  doing and hurried to the bedroom.
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16, 2026, 6:00 a.m.
  



 






  

    
The
next morning, Brian arrived at work at 6:00 a.m. and found Ivan and
Kendall discussing their plan to get the unsolved case
files.
  



“

  
Good
  morning, team,” Brian said. “How can I assist you with this
  task?”



“

  
You
  can run out and get us some breakfast and coffee,” Kendall said.
  “Preferably something delicious.”



“

  
I
  can do that.”




  
Cynthia
  stepped into the room with a smile. “That won’t be necessary,
  Counselor. Mamma Cynthia has this covered.” She handed Kendall
  and
  Ivan their coffee and a bag filled with breakfast treats.



“

  
Donuts!”
  Kendall yelled. “I love you, mamma bear!”



“

  
You
  make good mother instincts,” Ivan said. “Thank you!”




  
Brian
  smiled. “I can see you all have this under control, and I am not
  needed here. I’ll be in my office.”



“

  
Aw,
  Brian, of course you are needed,” Cynthia said. “You are just not
  needed right now.”




  
Pleased
  with the team’s effort, Brian walked to his office and closed the
  door. He played “Quartet for the End of Time” and stared at the
  map depicting Fredrick’s victims. He wondered where Fredrick had
  buried the rest of his victims. Examining the cluster of dots on
  the
  map, Brian suspected the burial locations were significant,
  though he
  could not explain why. Frustrated, he sipped his coffee and
  continued
  to analyze the map. The creepy quartet played softly in the
  background for the next fifty-four minutes.




  
After
  several hours of studying the map, Brian found he was no closer
  to
  understanding Fredrick’s game. He walked away from the map and
  began working on his opening arguments. 





  
After
  a disastrous first day, Brian aimed to be better prepared for
  success
  on every subsequent day of the trial. As for Fredrick and his
  in-court antics, Brian had no solution. 





  
He
  worked diligently throughout the day and late into the evening,
  arriving home at 9:30 p.m. Brian entered the house to find
  Carolyn
  sitting on the couch, watching 


  

    
Beat
    Bobby Flay
  


  
.



“

  
Sorry
  it’s so late, honey,” Brian said. “I lost track of time.”



“

  
I’m
  not upset, love. Bobby is keeping me company,” Carolyn said
  playfully.



“

  
Should
  I be worried?”



“

  
He
  can cook better than you, so maybe?” she said with a
  smile.



“

  
Bobby
  can cook better than everyone. I also happen to know that, after
  three divorces, Bobby isn’t looking to get married again. I think
  you are stuck with me, love.”



“

  
Well,
  you are the father of my unborn baby. I guess you will have to
  make
  do,” Carolyn said mischievously. Brian curled up next to her on
  the
  couch, and they spent the next hour watching 


  

    
Beat
    Bobby Flay
  


  

  before heading to bed. 





  
At
  11:30 p.m., Brian received a text from Kendall. 





  

    
Boss,
    I know it’s late, but I have all the files on missing people
    and
    unsolved murders in my area. You won’t be happy. It’s hundreds,
    if not thousands, of files. Who knew so many murders occurred?
    I will
    be in the office first thing in the morning to start sorting
    through
    them. I will grab Jake, and we will narrow down the cases to
    the
    names and dates that correspond to the information Fredrick
    provided.
    V/R Kendall
  




  
Brian
  texted back:




  

    
Wow,
    you got that done fast. I am impressed. I appreciate your help.
    The
    next court date is set for Friday, the 18th. We have a day to
    work on
    this. I will see you tomorrow.
  




  
Brian
  curled up next to Carolyn and drifted back to sleep. Several
  hours
  later, Brian’s phone dinged again. This time, it was Ivan.




  

    
Boss,
    I make back work Thursday nighttime. I have much success.
    Ivan.
  




  
Brian
  texted back:




  

    
Ivan.
    It is 4:30 a.m. Couldn’t you have waited another two hours to
    text
    me this information?
  



 







  

    
I
    no have phone charger—battery end power one minute.
  



 







  

    
Good
    work. By the way, I’m taking you to court with me on Friday. Be
    prepared to kick ass. Drive safely. 
  




 







  

    
I
    make ass-kicking for you. You tell me, I kick ass.
  



“

  
We
  have got to get him some English lessons.” 





  
Half
  asleep, Carolyn whispered, “Who needs English lessons?”



“

  
Ivan.
  He doesn’t speak English very good.”



“

  
He
  does not speak English very well,” Carolyn said.



“

  
That’s
  what I just said,” Brian said, confused. Carolyn gave him a look.
  “Are you correcting me?”



“

  
It
  is nice to know that, as smart as you are, there are some things
  about which I am smarter,” Carolyn said.



“

  
Hold
  on there,” Brian said. “Let’s not talk crazy talk. It was a
  simple mistake. Besides, it’s 4:30 a.m., and I’m tired.”




  
Carolyn
  started kissing Brian’s chest, slowly working her way down. “I’m
  just as tired as you are, plus I’m pregnant, and I still got it
  right.”




  
Brian
  started to breathe heavily. “Okay, you win.”



“

  
Close
  your eyes and relax,” she said.



“

  
I
  can do that,” Brian said.




  
After
  making love, Brian remained awake in bed beside Carolyn until she
  drifted back to sleep. He considered going back to sleep but
  realized
  he needed to use the bathroom. 





  
With
  his mind now awake, Brian decided to get up for the day. He took
  a
  shower, shaved, and got dressed. After that, he made breakfast
  and
  carried it to the bedroom. He placed the breakfast on the end
  table
  next to a note. 





  

    
You
    truly are my entire world! Watching you sleep with our unborn
    baby
    fills my heart with joy. I wish I could lie in bed with you all
    day
    long. I hope you enjoy this healthy breakfast. I am looking
    forward
    to seeing you tonight! I cherish and love you immensely,
    Brian.
  




  
Brian
  left the house and traveled to Dr. Thompson’s office. After
  providing vitals and answering some questions, Brian waited for
  the
  doctor. He pulled out his phone and checked the headlines.



“

  
The
  Reaper Causes Chaos in Court!” CNN News. Brian kept
  scrolling.



“

  
Richardson
  Admits to Killing Annie Valentine!” Fox News. Brian scrolled
  farther.



“

  
Prosecutor
  Latest Reaper Victim!” MSNBC News. Brian shook his head in
  disbelief and scrolled on.



“

  
Defense
  Counsel Ill-Prepared for Prosecution.” Brian stopped, clicked on
  the headline, and began reading the article. Dr. Thompson entered
  the
  room and greeted him.




  
Brian
  closed his phone. “Hello, Dr. Thompson, how are you
  today?”



“

  
I
  am well, thank you. Anything good in the news?” she asked.



“

  
Nothing
  new. As usual, I am unfit to represent my client.”




  
She
  said, “What do they know?”



“

  
They
  don’t, and they don’t matter either,” Brian said
  confidently.



“

  
Well,
  good for you. Are you ready to work?”



“

  
I
  don’t want to, but I know I need to. So, where do we
  begin?”




  
Delighted
  that Brian wanted to stay, she said, “How about we start with
  today? How are you holding up? Your first day of court was, um,
  exciting?”



“

  
I’m
  finding out that every day with Mr. Richardson is exciting,”
  Brian
  said. 




“

  
I
  can only imagine. How are you feeling? Do you have any anxiety
  today?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
Always.
  It never seems to go away.”



“

  
Where
  are you feeling the anxiety today?” she asked.



“

  
The
  center of my chest. It’s like a weight, but it’s under my skin.
  It almost feels like hot fluid moving under my skin. It makes my
  chest feel tight. I can’t explain it.”



“

  
That
  is an excellent and accurate explanation, Mr. Ross,” Dr. Thompson
  said. 




“

  
I
  guess,” Brian said.



“

  
How
  would you rate your anxiety on a scale of one to ten, with one
  being
  the lowest and ten being the highest?” she asked.



“

  
Around
  a four, maybe a low five.”




  
Dr.
  Thompson smiled. “That is two points down from your last visit.
  That’s great. You’re making progress.”



“

  
That
  is a false measurement, which means it is false progress.”




  
Curious
  as to how Brian interpreted things, Dr. Thompson played along.
  “False? How so?”



“

  
The
  topic of conversation during the last session was more dramatic
  than
  what we will talk about today. A different topic of discussion
  will
  have a dissimilar anxiety level. One cannot be compared to the
  other.
  Not equally.”




  
Not
  wanting to challenge Brian’s assumption, Dr. Thompson asked, “Are
  you having any disturbing dreams from our last session?”



“

  
Actually,
  no. When I left your office earlier in the week, I was worried
  that I
  would dream about it the rest of the week and that I would have
  flashbacks. But as of today, nothing.”



“

  
You
  have a lot on your plate now,” Dr. Thompson said. “Your mind may
  be preoccupied with recent events. I’m sure it is a lot to
  process.”



“

  
Whatever
  it is, I’ll take it. I prefer not to think about the past
  anymore.”



“

  
Classic
  avoidance,” Dr. Thompson said. “You are aware that avoidance is
  not a form of healing. It is only a delay of the
  inevitable.”



“

  
You
  call it avoidance. I call it coping.”



“

  
Coping
  is us dealing with the problems and challenges that come our way.
  It
  involves adapting to or accepting challenging situations while
  maintaining a positive self-image and emotional balance. 




“

  
On
  the other hand, survival is doing whatever it takes to stay alive
  and
  thrive, especially when facing tough challenges such as trauma or
  hardship. None of the problems or difficulties are processed and
  dealt with when you’re in survival mode. Instead, they are
  ignored
  and left unresolved. 




“

  
It’s
  worth noting that while survival mechanisms are essential, they
  can
  also lead to social, mental, and physical health challenges. Some
  examples of these maladaptive behaviors are substance abuse,
  self-harm, avoiding situations, or withdrawing from social
  interactions. I believe you are already acquainted with these.
  




“

  
The
  physical health challenges present as a dysregulation of the
  stress
  response system and can sometimes lead to elevated adrenaline
  levels.
  Even in safe environments, people with PTSD may experience a
  surge of
  adrenaline, triggering the “fight or flight” response. This
  constant production of adrenaline can result in physical symptoms
  such as a racing heart, rapid breathing, and sweating, as well as
  emotional symptoms such as heightened sensitivity and
  irritability. 




“

  
The
  combination of these physical and emotional symptoms can
  profoundly
  affect daily life, often making it challenging to navigate daily
  activities and maintain a sense of normalcy.”



“

  
I
  won’t argue that point,” Brian said.



“

  
How
  is everything at home?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
Carolyn
  is a champ! She helped me out during dinner with her family
  recently.”



“

  
In
  what way?” she asked.



“

  
Her
  family kept firing questions and expressing opinions about my
  client
  and the trial, even questioning my moral and ethical integrity.
  Can
  you believe that?”



“

  
That’s
  understandable,” Dr. Thompson said. “They only know what they see
  in the news.”



“

  
Perhaps.
  Carolyn defended me throughout the evening, arguing on my behalf
  without me having to say much. I was pleasantly
  surprised.”



“

  
Why
  are you surprised? She’s an attorney, too, fully capable of
  presenting a case.”



“

  
Oh,
  trust me, I know that firsthand,” Brian said. “But that’s not
  the point. She seldom disagrees with her family, yet that
  evening,
  she fought them tooth and nail, fervently defending me against
  every
  accusation and attack.”



“

  
How
  did her family respond?” she asked.



“

  
I
  think they were just as surprised as I was. But by the end of the
  evening, it felt like none of it had happened, even though it
  had.”



“

  
She
  loves you deeply, and you were under attack,” Dr. Thompson said.
  “For her, it was irrelevant who the attacker was; what truly
  mattered was that you were a target. She chose you over her
  family.
  How does that make you feel?”



“

  
It
  felt good. It feels good. I feel safe with her. She is a
  wonderful
  woman.”



“

  
Do
  you think this brought you closer?” she asked.




  
Sensing
  the conversation shifting to territory he wanted to avoid, Brian
  said, “Our relationship is fine, Dr. Thompson. We don’t need to
  discuss it.”



“

  
Why
  are you acting defensive?” she asked.



“

  
Because
  I’m not here to talk about my relationship with Carolyn. I’m here
  to talk about my PTSD.”



“

  
Do
  you know what your PTSD and your relationship with Carolyn have
  in
  common?”



“

  
Is
  it me?” Brian asked.




  
Dr.
  Thompson smiled. “Exactly; you recognize that.”




  
With
  little emotion, Brian said, “I fail to see your point.”



“

  
We’re
  focusing on your feelings rather than your relationship with
  Carolyn.
  Given everything happening in your life, your emotions play a
  crucial
  role in your mental well-being. Therefore, I believe your
  feelings
  might be quite tumultuous.”



“

  
On
  the contrary, I feel good,” Brian said. “I feel better than good;
  I feel great. I’m grateful for what Carolyn did for me, but I
  felt
  well before that night. She just enhanced my good
  feelings.”



“

  
What
  do you think sparked these positive emotions?”



“

  
I’m
  not sure. I hadn’t thought about it until you just pointed it
  out.”



“

  
Could
  it be the significance of this case?” Dr. Thompson asked. “Or
  perhaps the fact that you’re about to become a father? Maybe it’s
  related to Mr. Richardson? What do you think it could be?”




  
Brian
  reflected on this. “All of the above.”



“

  
How
  about we try to identify what it is?”



“

  
Okay,”
  Brian said.



“

  
Are
  you bothered that some individuals are upset with you for having
  Mr.
  Richardson as a client?”



“

  
Not
  at all,” Brian said.



“

  
Are
  you troubled by the accusations against Mr. Richardson?”



“

  
I
  am not,” he replied.



“

  
Are
  you troubled by your portrayal in the media?”



“

  
I
  am more concerned with their ineptitude than public opinion about
  me.”



“

  
You
  and me both,” Dr. Thompson said, chuckling. Thinking for a
  moment,
  Dr. Thompson looked at her notes. “Brian, how do you feel about
  the
  case? Not Fredrick, but the legal aspects of the case.”




  
Brian
  thought about it. “It feels like I am in the Kobayashi
  Maru.”



“

  
A
  no-win situation,” she said.




  
Surprised,
  Brian replied, “I see you are a Trekkie.”



“

  
I
  wouldn’t go that far. But anyone who doesn’t live under a rock
  knows about the Kobayashi Maru scenario.”



“

  
Fair
  enough. You are correct. The evidence is incredibly compelling
  and
  damaging, and it was made available for public scrutiny well
  before
  the defense could formulate its case.”



“

  
Are
  you concerned about the evidence suggesting your client is
  guilty?”
  Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
It
  annoys me because there is so much of it, but I do not find the
  content troubling, if that is what you are asking.”



“

  
Are
  you concerned about public opinion perceiving your client as
  guilty?”
  she asked.



“

  
No.
  The public assumes every defendant is guilty. An accusation alone
  is
  sufficient to split the population into those who believe in
  guilt
  and those who do not, with no evidence ever shown. We live in a
  volatile society. At times, I feel we anticipate, or perhaps even
  require, targets for our anger to boost our morale.”



“

  
That’s
  insightful, Mr. Ross,” Dr. Thompson said. “Are you worried about
  the stress and pressure from your client or the trial?”



“

  
Maybe.
  I do feel the stress. This has been very stressful, and I imagine
  it
  is only going to get worse.”



“

  
How
  so?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
I
  feel as if I received this case on the final day of the trial,
  just
  four minutes before the jury began deliberations, and I was
  expected
  to secure a not guilty verdict. It seems I am perpetually trying
  to
  catch up. Whenever I resolve one issue, four more arise.”



“

  
Are
  you troubled by the possibility of losing the case?” Dr. Thompson
  asked.




  
Brian
  pondered the question but remained silent. 




“

  
Brian,
  do you worry about losing this case?”



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
What
  concerns you about that?” she asked.



“

  
Because
  I typically don’t lose cases.”




  
Dr.
  Thompson laughed. “Brian, there have been cases you’ve lost.
  Several, if I recall correctly.”




  
Feeling
  embarrassed and ashamed, Brian answered calmly, “Those cases were
  different.”



“

  
In
  what way were those cases different?” she asked.



“

  
Back
  then, I was drinking and using drugs. I felt depressed and
  engulfed
  in self-pity. I lacked the mental clarity that I have now, and my
  drive to succeed was not as strong as it is today. I wasn’t aware
  then, but I am now.”



“

  
What
  do you think changed?” she asked.



“

  
It
  has to be Fredrick. He’s the first person I’ve encountered whose
  intellectual IQ matches mine, and he motivates me to excel. I
  believe
  this has had a significant impact on me. Perhaps it’s because he
  challenges me. I’m not sure. But I do know that I don’t want him
  to beat me.”




  
Dr.
  Thompson sought clarification. “How could he beat you? You’re on
  the same team.”



“

  
Not
  in that way. Intellectually speaking. He believes he’s smarter
  than
  me, but I disagree.”



“

  
So,
  you think the only way to demonstrate you’re smarter is by
  winning
  the case?”



“

  
Maybe,”
  Brian said.



“

  
If
  you manage to win an impossible case and let him get away with
  murder, who is smarter: You for winning or him for hiring
  you?”



“

  
You
  can’t assume he’s guilty of murder.”



“

  
For
  the sake of argument, let’s say he is guilty.”




  
Brian
  conceded. “All right. Assuming he’s guilty, I win the case,
  proving my intellect, while he escapes justice and a psychopath
  returns to society.”



“

  
You
  lose when you lose, and you still lose even if you win.”



“

  
Thus,
  the Kobayashi Maru.”



“

  
Neither
  choice appears favorable,” she remarked.



“

  
Exactly.
  Out of the two results, I’d rather win. At least I’d find some
  satisfaction in that.”



“

  
Is
  winning that important to you?” she asked.



“

  
It’s
  not about winning,” Brian said. “It’s about not losing to
  him.”



“

  
Exactly.
  Why does that matter to you?”



“

  
I
  want to show that I’m better than him,” Brian said. “I believe
  I’m smarter, stronger, and possess greater endurance and
  intellectual resilience. I suppose it’s more of a
  competition.”



“

  
Earlier,
  you referred to it as a challenge. Now, you call it a
  competition.
  Which one is it, Mr. Ross? Is it a challenge or a
  competition?”




  
Brian
  considered for a moment. “I did say that, didn’t I? I believe
  it’s both. He motivates me to pursue personal growth and face
  challenges. At the same time, we compete intellectually to see
  who is
  smarter. It’s a strange game we have going on.”



“

  
How
  do you decide who wins?” Dr. Thompson asked. “Is it based on the
  trial results?”



“

  
I
  think it’s more complex than that. It feels personal in some way.
  I’m not entirely sure why I feel this way, but I do. I haven’t
  figured out how to identify the winner. What I do know is that I
  don’t want to lose to him.”



“

  
On
  a personal level?” she asked. “Have you ever encountered Mr.
  Richardson before?”



“

  
I
  haven’t. However, he seems to believe we have some shared
  history.
  I can’t quite explain it; it’s just an instinct, I feel. The way
  he hints at things makes me think we’ve crossed paths before,
  even
  though I’ve never actually met him.”




  
Noticing
  the time, Dr. Thompson suggested, “All right, let’s proceed to
  question two. Does the idea of becoming a father concern
  you?”



“

  
Naturally.
  I believe any good parent would have worries.”



“

  
Do
  you consider yourself a good parent?” she asked.



“

  
Ask
  me again in eighteen years.”




  
Dr.
  Thompson chuckled. “That’s fair. What specific aspects of
  parenthood do you find troubling?”



“

  
Normal
  things. Am I going to be a good parent? Do I know how to raise a
  child? Am I capable of caring for her? Will I positively
  influence
  her? Can I provide everything she needs? Will she turn out to be
  a
  good person because of how I raised her? You know, the typical
  worries of an expectant parent.”



“

  
Feeling
  anxious about these topics is completely normal,” Dr. Thompson
  said. “I would be concerned if you didn’t care about these
  issues.”



“

  
I’m
  also worried about my relationship with Carolyn, her career, and
  my
  work-life balance. These thoughts keep me awake at night. I want
  to
  make the right choices, but I’m unsure what they are.”



“

  
A
  productive strategy is to remain open and honest with Carolyn,
  sharing your worries and fears with her. Together, you can find
  solutions to these challenges. Clear communication is essential.
  It
  will greatly enhance the likelihood of positive outcomes.”



“

  
We
  have that already. Let’s proceed to number three.”



“

  
Understood.
  Moving to number three: Mr. Richardson. Does Mr. Richardson
  distress
  you?” she asked.



“

  
He
  stresses me but does not distress me.”



“

  
Please
  continue,” she encouraged.



“

  
He
  makes significant efforts to intimidate me both physically and
  psychologically. Nevertheless, he is unsuccessful in those
  attempts,”
  Brian said.



“

  
What
  makes them unsuccessful?” she asked.



“

  
I
  may appear upset, but I’m not. It’s just a facade. I want him to
  think he affects me, to believe I’m afraid of him. I want him to
  think he’s smarter than I am. Moreover, I want to project that
  I’m
  the weaker one between us.”



“

  
What
  other actions does he take to stress you out?” Dr. Thompson
  asked.



“

  
He
  insists on telling me how wicked he is and that I’m just like
  him.
  He keeps repeating that I am just like him. A predator. A
  murderer.”



“

  
Predators
  often behave this way,” Dr. Thompson said. “They aim to be viewed
  as the worst of their kind, especially around someone they
  consider a
  potential threat. By labeling you a predator, he’s trying to
  connect with you and shift you from a perceived threat to an
  ally.”



“

  
He
  has indeed made efforts to bond with me,” Brian said.



“

  
You
  know you can’t trust him.”



“

  
He
  doesn’t lie. I believe what he says is truthful. I don’t lie,
  either. People with exceptionally high intelligence, like
  Fredrick
  and me, are less prone to lying. We do not need to lie. We can
  steer
  a conversation toward our desired direction by redirecting it; we
  do
  not need to lie.”



“

  
I
  understand. I’ve noticed that behavior in you.”



“

  
Guilty
  as charged,” Brian said.



“

  
Returning
  to my earlier point, I didn’t say he never lies. I said you
  cannot
  trust him,” Dr. Thompson said.



“

  
I
  know. And I don’t trust him,” Brian said.



“

  
Have
  you considered what will happen if you lose the trial?” she
  asked.



“

  
I’ve
  considered it, but that’s not feasible for me. I cannot afford to
  lose this trial.”



“

  
That’s
  what worries me. You seem so fixated on winning. What happens to
  you
  if you don’t win?”



“

  
I
  can’t allow myself to think about that. I need to concentrate on
  winning. I’m unsure how I’ll achieve it, but I have faith that a
  solution exists,” Brian said. “There are no scenarios where
  failure is the only option. There’s always a path to
  victory.”



“

  
I
  appreciate your optimism, but can you envision what failure would
  look like?”



“

  
I
  will not lose.”




  
Checking
  the time, Dr. Thompson said, “We still have twenty minutes left.
  Would you like to explore your overwhelming desire to
  win?”



“

  
It’s
  not overwhelming. It’s just a reality. When I’m focused and
  healthy, I don’t lose. I’ve never lost before, and I don’t
  expect to in the future. Someone would need to outsmart me, which
  isn’t going to happen with Fredrick.”



“

  
It’s
  not just Fredrick that you need to outsmart. You’ll also have to
  overcome the prosecutor and the entire legal system. Are you
  prepared
  to take on that challenge?”



“

  
Yes,
  absolutely,” Brian said with confidence.



“

  
Have
  you completed that yet? Did you create a plan and establish a
  course
  of action?” she asked.



“

  
No,
  but I’m working on it.”




“

  
What
  will happen if you fail? Can you cope with such a loss?” she
  pressed.



“

  
Here
  we are again with this question. You are quite persistent, aren’t
  you? Fine, I’ll address your concern. Professionally, I’ll be
  fine. Emotionally, I’ll be fine. Mentally, I might feel disturbed
  because I believe every problem has a solution. If I don’t
  succeed,
  it means I failed to find the solution, and that is my
  responsibility, not the problem’s.”



“

  
Have
  you considered the broader implications?” Dr. Thompson asked.
  “What
  will occur if you succeed?”



“

  
What
  do you mean?”



“

  
Regardless
  of guilt, does a man like Mr. Richardson have a place in our
  society?”



“

  
That’s
  for society to determine. My duties start and end with the
  law.”



“

  
You’re
  about to have a daughter,” Dr. Thompson said. “If Mr. Richardson
  is guilty, how would you feel knowing he’s free in our city? Are
  you not at all worried about your daughter’s safety in the
  future?”




  
Irritated,
  Brian remarked, “This feels like undue influence, doctor.”



“

  
Not
  at all. I’m interested in your views on the safety of our
  children.
  Specifically, your child. Does it concern you?”



“

  
I
  dislike the existence of people like Mr. Richardson. However,
  it’s
  not my duty to cleanse society of such individuals. As for my
  daughter, I will always be there to protect her, especially from
  our
  monsters.”



“

  
Look
  at that,” Dr. Thompson said. “We’re two minutes over. Can we
  pick this up next week?”



“

  
Absolutely.
  Let’s do that,” Brian said.



“

  
How
  about Tuesday, September 22nd at 7:00 a.m.?”



“

  
That
  works for me. I’ll see you then.”



“

  
Great
  job today, Mr. Ross.”
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Court:
Day Two, September 18, 2026, 07:03 a.m.
  



 






  

    
Sitting
at his table in the courthouse, Brian wondered what antics Fredrick
would pull today. After thinking about it, he made a bet with Ivan.
“Hey, Ivan, I bet you five hundred dollars that Fredrick gets us
found in contempt at least four times today.”
  



“

  
Four
  times, say you? I accept bet. I make counter bet fifteen hundred
  US
  dollar, he give six contempts.”



“

  
Six
  for fifteen hundred dollars?” Brian asked. He gave it some
  thought.
  “Agreed,” he said as he shook hands with Ivan.




  
The
  prosecutor, Ms. Schlitz, shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re
  wagering on how often your client will get you in contempt of
  court.
  That’s very professional.”



“

  
We
  were make bet how many time Fredrick hit you, but that wager more
  unprofessional,” Ivan said.




  
Brian
  burst into laughter. He turned to Ms. Schlitz. “Ms. Schlitz,
  would
  you like to join in on the action?”



“

  
You
  guys are definitely the A team,” Ms. Schlitz said before turning
  away.



“

  
You
  watch 


  

    
A-Team
  


  

  as kid?” Ivan asked.



“

  
I
  sure did,” Brian said.



“

  
Who
  you think I am?” Ivan asked. “B. A. Baracus or Hannibal?”



“

  
You
  can be whoever you want, Ivan. Just as long as I’m Templeton
  Peck.”



“

  
You
  do make the pretty face.”




  
The
  bailiffs led Fredrick into the courtroom. Brian sat quietly,
  observing as Fredrick walked to the table. 





  
Ivan
  focused on Ms. Schlitz and noticed her biting her bottom lip as
  Fredrick neared. He leaned over to Brian and whispered, “Mean
  lawyer woman make fear of Fredrick.” 





  
Brian
  glanced to confirm, seeing the same expression on her face. He
  made a
  mental note.




  
Fredrick
  greeted his team. “Well, howdy, Counselors. Ivan, I am glad you
  could join us today! Did Brian say he needed a babysitter because
  of
  that mean ole prosecutor lady?”



“

  
Boss
  make not request, no,” Ivan said.




  
Fredrick
  looked over at the prosecutor and observed that she had a black
  eye,
  a swollen cheek, and a bruised lower lip. Chuckling while
  adopting
  his best Southern accent, Fredrick said, “Good morning, ma’am. I
  hope you bear no ill will from our last encounter. I do not know
  what
  came over me.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz did not reply to Fredrick. Instead, the bailiffs
  instructed
  Fredrick to sit and remain silent. When Judge Galloway entered
  the
  courtroom, the senior bailiff shouted, “All rise for the
  Honorable
  Judge Renée L. Galloway.”




  
All
  in the courtroom stood except for Fredrick. Judge Galloway
  noticed
  this and remarked, “Mr. Richardson, this is the second occasion
  you
  have failed to rise for my entrance. Is there a reason you remain
  seated?”



“

  
Your
  Honor, the bailiffs told me to ‘sit down and be quiet.’ I am
  merely following their instructions,” Fredrick said.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, you are in contempt of court,” Judge Galloway said. “I am
  fining you one thousand dollars.” 





  
Brian
  and Ivan exchanged glances and smirked. Ivan made a single hash
  mark
  on a piece of paper.




  
Judge
  Galloway sat down at her bench. “Before we commence, I wish to
  address the defendant formally. Mr. Richardson, I will not
  accept . . . Bailiffs, please have the defendant
  stand.”




  
The
  bailiffs compelled Fredrick to rise. He shouted, “What? I was
  sitting here. I did not say or do anything.”



“

  
That
  is precisely what I expect from you, Mr. Richardson,” Judge
  Galloway said. “Please sit there and keep quiet today. I have no
  tolerance for your antics, and I want to make it clear that I
  won’t
  tolerate them. Capiche?”



“

  
Sì,”
  Fredrick replied.




  
Judge
  Galloway continued, “One more thing, Mr. Richardson. I need you
  to
  look at Ms. Schlitz and apologize for your vicious assault on
  her.”




  
Fredrick
  glanced at Ms. Schlitz before turning to Brian, who raised his
  eyebrows and shrugged. After a moment of thought, Fredrick
  responded,
  “Or what, Your Honor?”



“

  
Or
  I will hold you in contempt.”




  
Fredrick
  paused to consider his response before turning to Ms. Schiltz. He
  bowed and placed his hand over his heart. “Ms. Schlitz, you have
  my
  sincerest apologies because I will have to accept the contempt of
  court. There is no fucking way I am going to 


  

    
apologize
    to a bitch like you!
  


  
”
  He laughed hysterically.




  
Judge
  Galloway shouted, “Mr. Richardson, you are in contempt! Mr. Ross,
  you are in contempt. You are fined one thousand dollars and
  sentenced
  to twenty-four hours of confinement.” 





  
Ivan
  added another hash mark to his paper.




  
Judge
  Galloway sipped her coffee while reviewing her documents. She
  then
  spoke to the court. “Good morning, everyone. Today is Friday,
  September 18th, 2026, and the time is 7:23 a.m. We are here to
  continue the case of the State of Florida versus Fredrick Edgar
  Allan
  Richardson, involving nineteen counts of aggravated first-degree
  premeditated murder. Is the prosecution ready to present its
  case?”
  




“

  
The
  state is ready, Your Honor,” replied Ms. Schlitz. 





“

  
Very
  well. You may begin,” Judge Galloway said. 






  
Ms.
  Schlitz held a sheet of paper. “Your Honor, I have a copy of
  ‘Exhibit One,’ a statement made by the defendant in this
  courtroom at 7:21 a.m. on September 14th, 2026. I want to remind
  the
  court about ‘Exhibit A’ and request that the court reporter read
  the official court transcripts from September 14th, 2026, for the
  record.”



“

  
Does
  the opposition have any objections?” Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
None
  at this time, Your Honor,” Brian said.




  
Judge
  Galloway directed the court reporter, “Would the court reporter
  kindly read aloud the statement made by Mr. Fredrick Richardson
  at
  7:21 a.m. on September 14th, 2026?”



“

  
Yes,
  Your Honor. I’m retrieving it now.”



“

  
Take
  your time,” Judge Galloway said.




  
The
  court reporter began reading the transcript. “The record shows
  that
  on September 14th, 2026, at 7:21 a.m. Mr. Richardson said:



‘

  

    
As
    a matter of fact, I did kill those children, Counselor. I
    killed all
    of them. And yes, I did delight in killing them. It was perhaps
    the
    best work of my life.’
  




  
Ms.
  Schlitz displayed the document to Brian and Ivan and said, “Let
  the
  record show I have shown opposing counsel Exhibit One for the
  prosecution.” Ms. Schlitz continued, “I want to remind the jury
  these are the defendant’s words. Nobody coerced him into saying
  them. He said it of his own free will. He proudly taunted the
  court
  when he said, ‘As a matter of fact, I . . .
  did . . . kill . . . those . . .
  children . . . Counselor. I . . .
  killed . . . all . . . of . . .
  them . . .’


  

  


  
”
  





  
Looking
  at the jury, Ms. Schlitz said, “I want you to think about this
  statement for the duration of this trial. Since Exhibit One has
  already been entered into evidence, I would like to proceed in
  presenting Exhibit Two, Your Honor.”



“

  
So
  granted,” Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Your
  Honor, the prosecution would like to call Mr. Adam Qwen as its
  second
  witness,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
Your
  Honor, may I approach the witness?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
You
  may,” Judge Galloway said.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz passed the document to defense counsel and then
  approached
  the witness. “Do you recognize the statement you made to the
  Hillsborough County Sheriff’s Office?”



“

  
I
  do,” Mr. Qwen replied.



“

  
Can
  you confirm it’s an unaltered and accurate copy?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
Are
  you the one who live-streamed Mr. Richardson’s arrest?” she
  asked.



“

  
Yes,
  I live-streamed the arrest on my social media platform.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, may I approach the bench?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
Granted.”



“

  
I
  would like to submit the police record prepared by Mr. Adam Qwen
  and
  the accompanying CD, which includes a video of the live stream,
  as
  ‘Exhibit Two’ for the prosecution,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor,” Brian shouted. “The defense hasn’t had the
  opportunity to review the content of that CD and thus is unaware
  of
  its contents.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, I provided the defense with a copy of the CD,” Ms. Schlitz
  said. “It’s right there on their table.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, the State just placed that CD on our table a few moments
  ago,”
  Brian said. “Moreover, I object because we don’t know what is on
  


  

    
that
  


  

  CD—the one she is submitting, not the one that’s on our
  table.”



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said. “Ms. Schlitz, are you ready to present the
  contents of the CD now?”



“

  
Certainly,
  Your Honor.” She inserted the CD into a laptop and pressed play.
  The video appeared on several TVs around the courtroom.




  
As
  the court viewed the footage, Fredrick leaned toward Brian and
  remarked, “I don’t think that was a strong objection,
  Counselor.”



“

  
It
  was,” Brian said.




  
After
  watching the video, the judge asked, “Mr. Ross, do you have any
  other objections regarding this CD being admitted into
  evidence?”



“

  
Not
  at this time, Your Honor,” Brian said.



“

  
The
  police record and CD will be accepted as Exhibit Two for the
  prosecution,” Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Thank
  you, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
Thank
  you, Your Honor,” Mr. Ross also responded.



“

  
Your
  Honor, may I approach the witness?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
You
  may,” Judge Galloway replied.



“

  
On
  the night of May 21st, 2026, at around 10:30 p.m., you were on La
  Crescent Court in Odessa with some friends, live-streaming and
  waiting for something to occur,” Ms. Schlitz said. “Is that
  correct?”



“

  
Yes,”
  Mr. Qwen affirmed.



“

  
What
  was the purpose of your presence there?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
I
  received an anonymous tip on my site about an exciting event
  occurring around that time,” Mr. Qwen responded.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz asked, “Did you know what event it would be?”



“

  
No,”
  Mr. Qwen replied.



“

  
Do
  you know who made the request?”



“

  
No,”
  he said again.



“

  
Did
  you get a specific address or just the street name?” she asked
  for
  clarification.



“

  
Only
  the street name,” Mr. Qwen said. “We weren’t certain where on
  the street we should be, so we just waited in the middle.”



“

  
Did
  you notice anything unusual or anyone out of the
  ordinary?”



“

  
It
  was raining; that’s the only thing that stands out in my
  memory.”



“

  
Was
  anyone else on the street?” she asked.



“

  
No.
  We were the only ones there.”



“

  
How
  did you manage to end up in the right spot to stream the video?”
  Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
We
  waited a while, but nothing happened, so we started discussing
  leaving,” Mr. Qwen said. “Then a car came down the road, and a
  person was crossing the street at the same time. The car swerved
  to
  avoid hitting the person and crashed into a parked car. We caught
  the
  entire thing on video.”



“

  
Are
  you aware of who was driving the car?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  didn’t know at the time, but later I found out it was Detective
  Gregory Smith.”



“

  
Do
  you know whose car Detective Smith collided with?”



“

  
I
  wasn’t aware then, but I later learned that it was Fredrick
  Richardson’s car,” Mr. Qwen said.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz presented two photos to the witness, one of each vehicle.
  “Can you identify which car belongs to Detective Smith and which
  belongs to Mr. Richardson?” she asked.




  
Mr.
  Qwen observed the images. “The black Dodge Charger is Detective
  Smith’s, and the old brown car belongs to Mr. Richardson.”



“

  
It’s
  not old; it’s a classic!” Fredrick shouted.



“

  
Counselor,
  please keep your client quiet,” Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Yes,
  Your Honor,” Brian said.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz resumed her questioning of Mr. Qwen. “Do you know the
  make
  and model of Mr. Richardson’s car?”




  
Mr.
  Qwen laughed. “No, that car was made before I was born, and I’d
  never seen it until that night.”



“

  
How
  do you know this car belongs to Mr. Richardson?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
After
  the crash, Mr. Richardson came out of his house and started
  yelling
  at Detective Smith for crashing into his car. Based on what he
  said,
  I believe the car is his.”



“

  
Tell
  us about the altercation between Detective Smith and Mr.
  Richardson,”
  Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson was upset that his car had been crashed into. He and
  Detective Smith argued over Detective Smith having crashed into
  his
  parked car. The disagreement escalated into a physical fight,
  resulting in Detective Smith arresting Mr. Richardson.”



“

  
Did
  Detective Smith apprehend Mr. Richardson alone?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
No.
  My friends and several neighbors, likely drawn outside by a loud
  crash, assisted Detective Smith in restraining Mr. Richardson so
  that
  Detective Smith could handcuff him.”



“

  
Mr.
  Qwen, do you know what the Miranda rights are?”



“

  
I
  understand that it’s something police officers must read to
  someone
  being arrested to inform them of their rights,” Mr. Qwen
  said.



“

  
At
  any point during the arrest, did you hear Detective Smith read
  the
  Miranda rights to Mr. Richardson?”



“

  
I
  heard him saying something about having a right to remain
  silent,”
  Mr. Qwen said. “But I was more focused on filming than on what
  was
  being said. Right around that time, Mr. Richardson kicked
  Detective
  Smith in the genitals, and Detective Smith fell. Mr. Richardson
  started hitting Detective Smith, and that is when all the
  bystanders
  jumped on Mr. Richardson and held him down.”



“

  
I
  have some knowledge regarding Mr. Richardson’s assaults,” Ms.
  Schlitz said.



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor,” Brian said. “The prosecution displays hostility
  toward the defendant.”



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said. “Ms. Schlitz, maintain professionalism, or
  you
  risk contempt.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz pressed on, “But you heard Detective Smith say, ‘You have
  the right to remain silent,’ which is part of the Miranda
  rights?”



“

  
Yes,
  I did,” Mr. Qwen replied.



“

  
Are
  you sure?” she asked.



“

  
Absolutely,”
  he answered.



“

  
What
  occurred after Detective Smith handcuffed Mr. Richardson?” she
  asked.



“

  
Detective
  Smith sat next to him on the ground; he seemed to be out of
  breath,”
  Mr. Qwen said.



“

  
What
  happened next?” Ms. Schlitz asked again.



“

  
Detective
  Smith noticed something on the ground, described it as blood, and
  ordered Fredrick to open the back of his car.”



“

  
Did
  Mr. Richardson consent to open the car?” she asked.



“

  
He
  did not,” Mr. Qwen said.



“

  
How
  was the car accessed?” she asked.



“

  
Detective
  Smith used the keys taken from Mr. Richardson’s pocket.”



“

  
What
  did you observe when the car was opened?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
A
  small child,” Mr. Qwen said as he began to cry.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz feigned sympathy toward Mr. Qwen. “It’s okay, Mr. Qwen. I
  understand this is tough. Please take your time. Could you tell
  us
  about the child?”



“

  
It
  was dead!” Mr. Qwen exclaimed.



“

  
It’s
  all right, Mr. Qwen,” Ms. Schlitz said. “Please try to stay calm.
  How do you know the child was dead, Mr. Qwen?”



“

  
Its
  head was in its lap.”




  
Seemingly
  perplexed, Ms. Schlitz sought clarification. “Why do you refer to
  the child as an ‘it’? Her name was Annie Valentine.”



“

  
I’m
  sorry,” Mr. Qwen said. “I understand that now. However, that
  night I couldn’t tell whether it was a boy or a girl because it
  had
  no skin. I mean, she didn’t have any skin.”



“

  
I’m
  sorry you experienced that,” Ms. Schlitz said. “Can you tell us
  what happened next?”



“

  
Detective
  Smith instructed everyone to keep their distance and declared the
  area a crime scene. He attempted to take my phone, but I refused
  to
  hand it over. Eventually, I gave it to the police so they could
  create an image of its contents. Detective Smith called for
  backup
  over the radio, and other officers arrived a few minutes
  later.”



“

  
What
  do you mean by image?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
That’s
  when they transfer the files from my phone to their computer,”
  Mr.
  Qwen said. “That’s how the police obtained an original copy of
  the video.”



“

  
What
  happened next?



“

  
By
  then, dozens of police officers had arrived. Detective Smith took
  Mr.
  Richardson and drove him away. I overheard him mention that he
  was
  taking him to the police station.”



“

  
Do
  you recall anything else?” she asked.



“

  
I
  remember witnessing my stream achieve record-breaking views,” Mr.
  Qwen said. “It became the most-viewed stream of my life. I cry
  every day, though. I feel like I took advantage of the tragedy
  involving that child. I deeply regret my actions. I didn’t
  foresee
  that as the outcome when the trunk was opened. I truly apologize.
  I
  am truly sorry.”



“

  
Her
  name was Annie Valentine!” Ms. Schlitz said. “You didn’t know
  what was coming. This is not your responsibility, Mr. Qwen, but
  rather that of the defendant. No additional questions, Your
  Honor.”



“

  
May
  I proceed with cross-examination, Your Honor?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
Granted,”
  Judge Galloway said.




  
Brian
  approached Mr. Qwen. “Mr. Qwen, could you please state your
  Miranda
  rights for the court?”



“

  
I’m
  sorry?” Mr. Qwen responded, looking bewildered.




  
Brian
  pressed on, “Could you recite the Miranda rights from beginning
  to
  end?”



“

  
I
  do not know it,” Mr. Qwen said. “I understand what it is. I mean,
  I’ve certainly heard of it. I do watch TV. But I can’t recite
  it.”



“

  
If
  you don’t know the Miranda rights, how can you be sure that
  Detective Smith read them to the defendant?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  know what I heard, and I distinctly heard Detective Smith say,
  ‘You
  have a right to remain silent.’ I am certain of that. This is
  undoubtedly part of the Miranda rights. Thus, Detective Smith did
  inform Mr. Richardson of his rights.”



“

  
It
  might seem that way to you, Mr. Qwen,” Brian said. “However, if
  you are unaware of the complete Miranda rights, you cannot
  confidently claim that they were fully read that night.”



“

  
I
  can only share what I heard,” Mr. Qwen said. “And that is what I
  heard.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor. The defense requests the right to
  recall this witness at a later date.”



“

  
Any
  objections, Ms. Schlitz?” Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
No,
  Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz replied.




  
The
  bailiff escorted Mr. Qwen away from the witness stand. 





  
Mr.
  Qwen protested. “I know what I heard. He was reading the rights.
  I
  know what I heard!”



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor,” Brian said. “The witness has already left the stand.
  I request that this last remark be removed from the
  record.”



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said. “The witness’s post-testimony comment will
  be removed from the records. Mr. Qwen, you are excused. Thank you
  for
  your testimony and cooperation.”




  
Ivan
  stood up and exclaimed, “Your Honor, I make request for brief
  recess?”



“

  
What
  are you doing?” Brian asked Ivan quietly.



“

  
Counselor,
  we have only been in session for an hour,” Judge Galloway said.
  “A
  recess is not scheduled at this time.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, I must make recess now,” Ivan said.



“

  
What
  is so urgent that it disrupts this session?” Judge Galloway
  asked.



“

  
Your
  Honor, I must make go number two,” Ivan said. A soft chuckle
  rippled through the gallery.



“

  
What?
  What do you mean?” Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
I
  must urgently relieve bowels, Your Honor!” 





  
Laughter
  erupted in the courtroom.



“

  
Order!
  Order in the court!” Judge Galloway shouted. Noticing Ivan
  bouncing
  in his seat, she declared a brief recess. “We will take a
  ten-minute break.”



“

  
Fifteen,
  Your Honor?” Ivan asked. “Mexican breakfast!”



“

  
Fifteen
  minutes then,” Judge Galloway said. “The court is adjourned for
  fifteen minutes.”




  
Ivan
  dashed out of the courtroom, prompting Brian to seize the chance
  to
  speak with Fredrick. “Fredrick, how are you holding up?”



“

  
I’m
  truly enjoying myself,” Fredrick replied cheerfully. “Thank you
  for the invitation. This is thrilling stuff, especially from my
  front-row seat!”



“

  
I’m
  pleased we can entertain you,” Brian said. “Do you remember
  Detective Smith reading your Miranda rights the night you were
  arrested?”



“

  
I
  remember that when he started the first time, I kicked him in the
  groin,” Fredrick said. “The second time he began, I kicked him in
  the mouth. I cannot recall if he read it to me again after
  that.”



 “

  
So,
  he read you your rights multiple times?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  recall those two instances,” Fredrick said. “Why does it
  matter?”



“

  
I’m
  uncertain. I’ve watched that video countless times, and something
  about it is unsettling,” Brian said. “I don’t know if it’s
  that or something else entirely.”



“

  
You
  will figure it out. That is why I am paying you the big
  bucks.”




  
Brian
  turned to Fredrick. “I’m a public defender. You aren’t paying
  me anything!”



“

  
I
  pay taxes. Taxes fund you. So, I am paying you.”



“

  
There
  are other aspects of the video I want to discuss when it’s our
  turn, but we need to wait,” Brian said.



“

  
We
  have to adhere to protocol and wait our turn!” Fredrick said. “It
  is all part of the process.”



“

  
I
  understand your cynicism, but you’re right. We must follow
  protocol, and this is not a game.”



“

  
Me?
  Cynical? Never!”




  
Ivan
  returned to the table. 




“

  
Welcome
  back, comrade,” Fredrick said. “Was it as bad as Chernobyl?”
  




“

  
I
  make bathroom off-limit. Enter at own risk,” Ivan said.




  
Brian
  laughed. “Noted. Hey Ivan, let’s hold off on those Mexican
  breakfast burritos until the trial concludes.”



“

  
I
  eat only bread and soup,” Ivan said.



“

  
Bread
  and soup? It will be like you are back home, comrade,” Fredrick
  said.




  
Ivan
  shot back at Fredrick. “Speak against motherland again, I remove
  tongue.”




  
Fredrick
  grinned and acknowledged Ivan’s resolve. “I can appreciate
  that.”




  
At
  that moment, Judge Galloway entered the courtroom. “All rise!”
  called the bailiff. Judge Galloway announced that the court was
  back
  in session.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz stood and called Tripp Montgomery as her next
  witness.



“

  
Please
  state your name and profession for the record,” Ms. Schlitz
  instructed.



“

  
Tripp
  Montgomery. I am a part-time videographer and a full-time
  forensic
  expert. I collaborate with police departments nationwide.”



“

  
What
  do you do?” she asked.



“

  
I
  analyze, compare, and evaluate video evidence in legal cases,
  assisting investigators and courts by providing accurate
  interpretations and technical validation of video
  recordings.”



“

  
Um,
  can you explain that in simpler terms for those who may not be as
  educated?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  understood him,” Fredrick said. 





  
Surprisingly,
  Judge Galloway did not reply to this remark.




  
Mr.
  Montgomery clarified his testimony. “I analyze videos to
  determine
  whether they have been altered, distinguishing originals from
  copies,
  among other tasks.”



“

  
I
  understand now, thank you,” Ms. Schlitz said. “Were you able to
  examine the video that Mr. Qwen live-streamed?”



“

  
Yes,
  I have,” he answered.



“

  
What
  insights can you provide about the video?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
The
  video remains unaltered and is indeed an original recording,” Mr.
  Montgomery said.



“

  
Why
  is this significant?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
It
  means that no one altered, deleted, or added any sections of the
  video. Sometimes, when videos are copied, certain parts may be
  lost,
  such as audio or a few seconds of footage. However, that’s not
  the
  case here. This video is original, and nothing has been changed,
  edited, deleted, added, or lost.”



“

  
Would
  it be challenging for someone to claim the video has been
  modified?”
  Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
It
  would be impossible. This video is original and has never been
  altered.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
Your
  Honor, I currently have no questions, but I’d like to reserve the
  right to recall this witness,” Brian said.



“

  
Are
  there any objections, Ms. Schlitz?” Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
No,
  Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz replied.



“

  
So
  granted,” Judge Galloway said.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz called Decan Melton, the state’s next witness. “Mr.
  Melton—”



“

  
You
  can call me Decan.”



“

  
Mr.
  Melton, what is your occupation?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  am a forensic analyst for the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I
  specialize in facial recognition.”



“

  
How
  do you do that?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  analyze videos, photographs, drawings, paintings, or any image
  featuring a face, using advanced software that captures all the
  geometric details of that face. Subsequently, I compare the
  geometric
  map against a database of known individuals. If the face matches
  someone in the database, their name and profile will be
  displayed.”



“

  
Is
  this method accurate?” she asked.



“

  
Most
  people utilize a simplified version of this software daily when
  unlocking their phones with facial recognition. The principle is
  the
  same; however, our computers operate at a much faster speed and
  with
  greater accuracy than a phone.”



“

  
Have
  you examined the video presented in Exhibit One for the
  prosecution?”
  Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  have,” he confirmed.



“

  
What
  were the findings?” she asked.



“

  
We
  recognized several individuals in the video—Detective Gregory
  Smith, Fredrick Richardson, Mr. Adam Qwen, and Jamis Williamson.
  It
  turns out Jamis Williamson had an outstanding arrest warrant, so
  thank you for that arrest.”



“

  
Mr.
  Melton, if one of the individuals you mentioned were to claim
  that
  they were not in the video, how reliable is your software?” Ms.
  Schlitz asked. “How confident are you in asserting that the
  individuals in the video are indeed who you say they are?”



“

  
We’re
  confident unless they have an identical twin. We are 99.99999
  percent
  accurate.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor.” As she passed Fredrick, Ms.
  Schlitz
  whispered, “The truth will break the chains of death.”




  
Brian
  looked at Fredrick. “Did she address you?”




  
Fredrick
  shook his head at Brian. He turned to Ms. Schlitz and responded,
  “The
  chains of death are a reality for all of us.”




  
Judge
  Galloway glanced at the clock and announced that the session
  would
  break for lunch. 




 






 






 






  

    
During
the lunch break, Brian called Carolyn, feeling uneasy about how
their
conversation had ended the previous evening. He wanted to check if
she was feeling better.
  



“

  
Hey,
  honey. We are on a lunch break. I just wanted to see how you are
  feeling.”



“

  
I’m
  okay,” Carolyn said. “It’s a lot to process. I’m unsure what
  to think. My mind is trying to understand and accept what you
  said,
  but my heart is overwhelmed with anger and sadness.”



“

  
That’s
  understandable,” Brian said. “I’m sorry this situation is
  causing you so much distress. I wish I could make it all go away
  for
  you.”



“

  
You
  can,” Carolyn said. “All you need to do is quit.”



“

  
You
  know I can’t do that,” Brian said.



“

  
I
  know. Just wishful thinking,” Carolyn said.



“

  
How
  is the baby?” Brian asked. “How are you feeling?”




  
Carolyn
  yawned. “The baby is fine. I’m feeling tired and worn out, but
  I’m okay.”




  
Brian
  smiled. “You should get some rest.”



“

  
What
  do you think I do all day?” Carolyn asked. “I rest and go to the
  bathroom.”



“

  
Do
  you need me to pick up anything on my way home?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
I
  can’t think of anything right now, but you’ll be the first to
  know if I do. How’s the trial going?” Carolyn asked.




  
Brian
  replied with a laugh. “Ivan had to call for an emergency recess
  because he needed to poop.”



“

  
Are
  you serious?”



“

  
I
  can’t make this shit up.”




  
Carolyn
  chuckled. “Ha! Nice pun.”



“

  
I
  love you, honey,” Brian said. “I should grab something to eat
  while I still have time.”



“

  
I
  love you too. We’ll see you when you get home. Behave yourself in
  court, mister!”



“

  
Don’t
  I always?”



“

  
What’s
  the contempt count up to?” Carolyn asked.



“

  
Uh . . .
  two at the moment.”



“

  
Mmhmm,”
  she said.



“

  
Bye,
  love. I’ll see you later.”



 






 






 






  

    
Forty-three
minutes later, Judge Galloway announced that the court was back in
session. She turned to the prosecution. “Is the prosecution ready
to call its next witness?”
  



“

  
Yes,
  Your Honor,” replied Ms. Schlitz. “The prosecution would like to
  call Detective Gregory Smith as its next witness.”




  
The
  bailiffs guided Detective Smith to the witness stand. As he
  passed by
  the defense, Fredrick asked, “How are your balls,
  Detective?”




  
Detective
  Smith remained silent, but Judge Galloway spoke up.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, you are in contempt and must pay an additional one thousand
  dollars,” she shouted. 





  
Ivan
  made another notch.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz asked Detective Smith, “Can you identify for the court
  the
  individual whose car held the body of Annie Valentine on May
  21st,
  2026?”




  
Detective
  Smith indicated Fredrick. “That man right there, Fredrick Edgar
  Allan Richardson.”



“

  
Let
  the record show that Detective Smith has identified the
  defendant,
  Mr. Fredrick Richardson, as the owner of the car which had the
  decapitated body of Annie Valentine,” Ms. Schlitz said. “On the
  evening of May 21st, 2026, Detective Smith, were you involved in
  an
  altercation with the defendant?”



“

  
I
  was,” Detective Smith replied.



“

  
Where
  did this altercation occur?”



“

  
Right
  in front of the defendant’s house, located on La Crescent Court
  in
  Odessa, Florida,” Detective Smith responded.



“

  
What
  prompted your and the defendant’s altercation?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
I
  accidentally struck his car while swerving to avoid a
  pedestrian.”



“

  
Did
  you attempt to apologize to the defendant?” Ms. Schlitz asked.
  “Did
  you offer to cover the damages?”



“

  
Yes,
  but Mr. Richardson refused to hear me.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz requested clarification. “What do you mean? Is he hard of
  hearing?”




  
Detective
  Smith chuckled. “No, I meant he was so upset that nothing I said
  could calm him. All he wanted to do was yell and hurl racial
  slurs at
  me.”



“

  
Did
  you identify yourself as a police officer?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
Not
  at first. But when Mr. Richardson saw my badge, he got even more
  upset because I was a police officer. That’s when things started
  getting physical.”



“

  
What
  do you mean by physical?”



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson chest bumped me, and I warned him I’d defend myself if
  he touched me again. That’s when he hit me, and we began to
  fight.”



“

  
What
  did you do to stop the fight?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
As
  soon as he struck me, I told Mr. Richardson he was under arrest,
  began reading him his rights, and I tried to handcuff him. That’s
  when he kicked me in the groin, jumped on me, and began hitting
  me.”



“

  
How
  did you manage to get him off?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
The
  bystanders assisted me in getting him off, and together, we
  restrained him so I could put on the handcuffs. While I was
  reading
  his rights, he kicked me in the face, causing me to stumble
  backward.”



“

  
What
  occurred next?”



“

  
The
  bystanders again kept Mr. Richardson subdued, allowing me to cuff
  him
  to the bumper of his car,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
What
  happened after that?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  sat on the ground next to him, and that’s when I noticed the
  blood
  on the ground under Mr. Richardson’s car. I asked him what was in
  the back of his car, and he told me he would have to kill me if
  he
  told me. I asked if I could take a look at his car, and he
  refused. I
  searched his pockets and found his keys, which led me to open the
  trunk.”



“

  
Did
  he refuse to answer, or did he refuse his consent to a search?”
  Ms.
  Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  didn’t hear him say no to the search, so I went ahead and
  searched
  his vehicle.”



“

  
What
  did you discover?” she asked.




  
Detective
  Smith lowered his head. “The decapitated body of Annie Valentine.
  Her head rested on her lap. She was also skinned.” 





  
While
  Detective Smith recounted the details, Brian noticed that
  Fredrick
  seemed absorbed in his thoughts.



“

  
What
  happened next, Detective?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  requested backup and waited for the forensic team to arrive.
  After
  that, I transported Mr. Richardson to the police department for
  booking.”



“

  
Did
  you go back to the crime scene that evening, Detective?” she
  asked.



“

  
I
  did not,” he said.



“

  
Did
  you ever go into Mr. Richardson’s home during your visit?”



“

  
I
  did not.”



“

  
Did
  you read Mr. Richardson his Miranda rights that evening,
  Detective
  Smith?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  remember reading his rights several times that night.”



“

  
One
  last thing, Detective. Were you able to positively identify the
  owner
  of the vehicle as belonging to the defendant, Mr. Fredrick
  Richardson?”



“

  
Correct.
  The vehicle in which Annie Valentine’s body was found is owned
  and
  registered to the defendant, Fredrick Richardson.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor.”




  
Brian
  stood up. “Are you sure you read my client his rights that
  evening,
  Detective Smith?”



“

  
You
  know that I did,” Detective Smith replied angrily.



“

  
I
  do not know,” Brian said. “I was not there.”



“

  
Watch
  the video. You’ll see that I did.”



“

  
I
  will do that,” Brian said. “No further questions, Your Honor. I
  would like to recall the witness later.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz called Maximilian Rollins to the stand. “Your Honor, the
  prosecution wishes to call Maximilian Rollins as a
  witness.”



“

  
Maximilian!
  What a great name!” Fredrick said.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, you are in contempt and fined one thousand dollars,” Judge
  Galloway said calmly.



“

  
Your
  Honor, I only said the man has an awesome name,” Fredrick
  said.



“

  
You
  are not allowed to speak at all, Mr. Richardson.”



“

  
Well
  then, that was the best thousand dollars I ever spent, Your
  Honor!”



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson, your fine now totals two thousand dollars,” Judge
  Galloway said. “Care to make it five thousand dollars?”



“

  
Why
  not make it ten thousand, Your Honor?” Fredrick replied,
  displaying
  disdain.



“

  
You
  are fined ten thousand dollars. Would you like to make it twenty
  thousand?” Judge Galloway asked.




  
Fredrick
  leaned toward Brian and whispered, “What a bitch!”



“

  
What
  did you say, Mr. Richardson?” Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
I
  was speaking to my attorney, Your Honor,” Fredrick said. “I told
  him, ‘It is a good thing I am rich.’


  

  


  
”




  
Ivan
  marked down another notch. Judge Galloway noticed. “Mr. Smirnov,
  what are you repeatedly marking in your notes?”



“

  
Your
  Honor, I make hash mark in book,” Ivan said.



“

  
I
  see you’re marking in your book, Mr. Smirnov,” Judge Galloway
  said. “What are those hash marks meant for? “



“

  
I
  indicate contempt,” Ivan answered respectfully.



“

  
To
  clarify, Mr. Smirnov, why do you have hash marks for
  contempt?”



“

  
Your
  Honor, Mr. Ross and me wager how many counts contempt we get,
  Your
  Honor,” Ivan said. 





  
Brian
  buried his face in his hands.



“

  
Is
  that so?” Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
Your
  Honor, Mr. Ross bet four contempt,” Ivan said. “I bet six
  contempt.”



“

  
What
  is the current count of contempt, Mr. Smirnov?” Judge Galloway
  asked.



“

  
Your
  Honor, contempt count four,” Ivan replied.



“

  
Understood.
  What wager did you and Mr. Ross make in my courtroom?”



“

  
Bet
  fifteen hundred US dollar, Your Honor.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross and Mr. Smirnov, I find both of you in contempt for gambling
  in
  my courtroom,” Judge Galloway said. “You are fined one thousand
  dollars each. I believe that makes six, Mr. Smirnov.”



“

  
Thanks
  much, Your Honor. After the contempt fee, I make five hundred US
  dollars off, Boss!”



“

  
I’m
  glad I could assist. Ladies and gentlemen, the court is now
  adjourned. We will reconvene on September 21st, 2026, at 7:00
  a.m.
  Ms. Schlitz, you may call your witness when the court resumes.
  Mr.
  Ross, I need you to come to my chambers.”



“

  
Ooo,
  someone is off to the principal’s office,” Fredrick said.



“

  
Now,
  Mr. Ross!” Judge Galloway replied.
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September
20, 2026, 6:30 p.m.
  



 






  

    
At
6:30 p.m., Brian’s phone rang, displaying Ivan Smirnov as the
caller. “Ivan, it’s Sunday. This better be good.”
  



“

  
Boss.
  TV shows video of client killing child. Make turn channel 9. Very
  problematic for defense.”




  
Brian
  made his way to his home office and switched on his TV to channel
  9.



“

  
For
  those who are just joining us, we are about to replay a video
  that
  appears to show a man torturing and killing a small child. Good
  evening, Tampa Bay. I’m Elsbeth Kinkaid, and this is Bay News 9.
  The individual in the footage is reportedly Fredrick Edgar Allan
  Richardson, the suspected serial killer referred to as ‘The
  Reaper.’ This authentic video was sent to Bay Area News by an
  anonymous source. I want to caution our viewers that this video
  is
  highly graphic and contains violent content, which some may find
  disturbing. Viewer discretion is strongly advised,” Ms. Kinkaid
  said.



“

  
The
  video has no sound, so I will explain what we’re seeing. In this
  clip, a man is in a small fishing boat with a young child. He
  pours
  something into the water approximately every five or six minutes
  for
  around twenty-five minutes. We will skip ahead to the following
  section of the video. If you look closely in the top left corner
  of
  the screen, you can spot what seems to be a dorsal fin. Can we
  zoom
  in on that? Great, there it is, a large dorsal fin. The man
  continues
  pouring more substance into the water. As the camera zooms out,
  an
  enormous shark comes into view. We have zoologist Kevin Patrick
  here
  with us. Kevin, can you help identify the type of shark we see in
  the
  video?”



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am, from the dorsal fin and the shape of the shark’s nose, I
  believe it’s a great white shark,” Kevin said.



“

  
What
  size do you estimate the shark to be?” Ms. Kinkaid asked.



“

  
The
  boat looks like a sixteen-foot Proline fishing boat, and the
  shark
  seems longer than the boat, so I’d estimate it’s around seventeen
  to eighteen feet long. This would mean it weighs between three
  thousand and five thousand pounds, and it’s likely a female
  shark.”



“

  
Thank
  you, Kevin. What is the bite force of a shark of this size?” Ms.
  Kinkaid asked.



“

  
Well,
  Elsbeth, it’s quite significant. The bite force of an
  eighteen-foot
  great white shark is around four thousand pounds, making it about
  twenty-five times stronger than that of a human.”



“

  
Okay,
  now we see the man doing something,” Ms. Kinkaid said. “He is
  lifting the child, and—oh my god—he is holding the child over the
  edge of the boat. You can see the child struggling and kicking
  his
  feet in the water.”



“

  
Splashing
  like that will attract the shark, Elsbeth,” Kevin said.




  
Ms.
  Kinkaid continued, “The man brought the child back into the boat.
  The child doesn’t appear to be harmed, but you can see that the
  child is terrified. He is curled up in a fetal position in the
  corner
  of the boat. The man looks to be pouring more substance into the
  water.”



“

  
This
  is probably chum, Elsbeth,” Kevin said. “It consists of fish
  flesh, guts, heads, and tails, which are all things a shark loves
  to
  eat. By pouring the chum into the water, we can attract a shark
  closer to the boat. The smell of chum will also trigger the shark
  to
  enter feeding mode and begin feeding aggressively.”




  
Ms.
  Kinkaid continued her narration, “Now it looks like the man has
  picked up the child again and is holding him headfirst over the
  side
  of the boat. Look, you can see the child waving his hands,
  splashing
  in the water, and kicking his feet as the man holds him.”



“

  
The
  shark is getting closer to the boat, Elsbeth,” Kevin said. “Look,
  the child has stopped moving. I bet he sees the shark
  approaching.”



“

  
Yes,
  he just jumped,” Ms. Kinkaid said. “Oh my god—the shark has
  hold of his arm. The man is holding onto the child’s waist, and
  the
  shark is holding onto the child’s arm.”



“

  
It
  appears to be a tug of war,” Kevin said. “The shark wants the
  food, but the man is holding onto it. That shark isn’t likely to
  let go, Elsbeth.”



“

  
Kevin,
  it looks like the shark has let go,” Ms. Kinkaid said. “No, wait,
  oh no, the child’s arm is missing. You can see his blood pouring
  out onto the floor of the boat.”



“

  
It
  looks like the man is picking the child up again,” Kevin said.
  “He’s holding him over the side of the boat again. You can see
  the child kicking, trying to get away.”



“

  

    
Oh
    my god!
  


  

  Did you see that, Kevin? The shark came out of the water and took
  the
  child’s other arm in one bite.”



“

  
That’s
  called a breach, Elsbeth,” Kevin said. “Great Whites do this when
  their prey is above the surface.”



“

  
No
  matter what it’s called, it’s terrifying,” Ms. Kinkaid said. “I
  can’t believe a shark that size can do that.”



“

  
Sharks
  are more agile than most think, especially during
  feeding.”



“

  
What
  is the man doing now?” Ms. Kinkaid said.



“

  
Elsbeth,
  it seems he is securing what looks like a rope or chain around
  the
  child’s waist.”



“

  
Blood
  keeps pouring onto the boat,” Ms. Kinkaid said. “There is so much
  blood.”



“

  
The
  man is currently gripping the child around his waist, with the
  child’s legs submerged in the water,” Kevin said.



“

  
This
  is terrible, Kevin,” Ms. Kinkaid said. “I can’t believe this is
  occurring.”



“

  
The
  shark just bit the child in half,” Kevin said. “I can’t see any
  part of his lower body below the waist. It’s gone. It’s all
  gone.”



“

  
The
  man dropped the child,” Ms. Kinkaid said. “Oh, wait, now he is
  picking him up. He has turned the child upside down and is
  holding
  him over the water. The child’s head is just above the water
  line.”



“

  
The
  child still appears to be alive,” Kevin said. “He is still
  moving. You can see his head moving back and forth and up and
  down.”



“

  
I
  don’t know how he’s still alive after losing all that
  blood.”



“

  
Oh,
  wait. Look there. You can see the tip of the shark’s nose coming
  out of the water,” Kevin said.



“

  
The
  shark opens her mouth. Wow, look at all those razor-sharp
  teeth.”



“

  
Elsbeth,
  a shark of this size will possess five to seven rows and over
  three
  hundred of those razor-sharp teeth.”



“

  
The
  shark just swallowed the entire child whole,” Ms. Kinkaid said.
  “The child is gone. There’s nothing left of him.”



“

  
It
  looks like the shark has submerged into the water. Great Whites
  are
  active hunters, Elsbeth, and will swim away if no more food is
  available. That is probably the last we have seen of the
  shark.”



“

  
It
  appears the man is looking at the camera. Is he . . .
  Is he dancing? He’s dancing, Kevin!”



“

  
It
  definitely seems that way. Now, he’s moving closer to the camera,
  and wait, he just picked it up. Now he’s looking into it, and we
  can see his face clearly.”



“

  
The
  man bears a striking resemblance to Fredrick Edgar Allan
  Richardson,
  also known as ‘The Reaper,’


  

  


  
”
  Ms. Kinkaid said.



“

  
The
  video has just finished, Elsbeth.”



“

  
Thank
  you for your insights, Kevin.”



“

  
Thank
  you for inviting me,” Kevin said. “I wish it were in better
  circumstances.”



“

  
You
  just viewed the latest video in ‘The Reaper’ saga, where a
  massive great white shark consumed a young boy. At the end of the
  footage, a man resembling Fredrick Richardson can be seen dancing
  on
  the boat after feeding a child to the shark. We were set to take
  a
  break and will return shortly after these messages from our
  sponsors . . . What? Never mind, we are not going on
  break. We have breaking news. The Hillsborough Sheriff’s Office
  has
  identified the child in the video we just saw. His name is Mathew
  King, and he was only seven years old. We will be back shortly,”
  Ms. Kinkaid said.




  
Brian
  called Detective Smith. “Brian, before you say anything, we did
  not
  leak this video. We are investigating it, but as far as we can
  tell,
  it did not originate from within the department.”



“

  
Who
  else had a copy of the video?” Brian asked. “And why haven’t I
  seen it yet?”



“

  
The
  only other person with the video is the prosecution. It was part
  of a
  forensic search on Fredrick’s computer hard drive. The
  prosecution
  received all our findings about four hours ago. You should have
  received a copy.”



“

  
Thanks
  for nothing,” Brian replied.



“

  
Brother
  man, we don’t answer to you lawyers, particularly the defense,”
  Detective Smith said. “We only communicate with the prosecution.
  You should discuss it with her.”



“

  
I
  will certainly do that,” Brian said. 





  
Brian
  summoned his team—Kendall, Cynthia, and Jake Janick—to the
  office. After everyone arrived, he said, “Team, it seems someone
  is
  engaging in underhanded tactics. A video surfaced in the media
  showing our client feeding a child to a shark. I checked with the
  police department, and they denied leaking the video. No one here
  leaked it; we only learned of it when it aired live on TV. I
  suspect
  it came from the prosecution. Ms. Schlitz runs a tight ship, so
  it’s
  unlikely this was leaked without her awaRenéess or
  permission.”



“

  
Brian,
  you cannot accuse the prosecution of leaking evidence without
  proof,”
  Kendall said.




  
Cynthia
  concurred with Kendall. “She’s right. Avoid causing trouble with
  the judge. You need evidence before making accusations against
  the
  prosecution.”



“

  
That’s
  true,” Brian said. “However, sometimes, the absence of evidence
  can be telling. Leave that to me. I need one of you to speak with
  the
  police department and obtain copies of all the custody forms.
  Someone
  had to have signed for it.”



“

  
I
  can handle that,” Jake said. “Once I have all the copies, I’ll
  look into the precedent for a mistrial.”



“

  
I
  don’t want a mistrial,” Brian said. “However, we should keep
  that option in mind, just in case. Continue your hard work. This
  battle just became significantly more challenging. I do not want
  you
  to communicate with the media or anyone else. No one. Not even
  the
  public defender. Does everyone understand?” Kendall, Cynthia,
  Jake,
  and Ivan all affirmed.



“

  
Cynthia,
  could you please reach out to Detective Smith and see if he can
  come
  by my office?” Brian said. “If he agrees, inform me of his
  arrival time.”



“

  
Of
  course, hon,” she replied.



“

  
All
  right, everyone,” Brian said. “Make sure to get some rest. Things
  are likely to escalate from here. Have a pleasant night,
  everyone.”



“

  
Good
  night, Boss,” Ivan said. Kendall and Jake also wished Brian and
  Cynthia a good evening.



“

  
Brian,
  is there anything I can assist you with?” Cynthia asked.



“

  
No,
  just reach out to the detective. I don’t need anything else right
  now.”



“

  
I
  definitely will. Brian, please be cautious about this leakage
  issue.
  It’s a risky situation.”



“

  
It
  will be riskier for whoever leaked that video,” Brian
  said.



“

  
What
  are you planning to do?” Cynthia asked.



“

  
Tonight,
  I will analyze how the leaked video might affect the trial, our
  defense, and the jury. I also need to present a solid argument to
  the
  judge.”



“

  
Can
  I help?” Cynthia asked.



“

  
No,
  no. Just head home, please. I’ve got this. I’ll see you tomorrow
  morning.”



“

  
Good
  night, doll,” Cynthia said.



“

  
Good
  night, Cynthia,” Brian replied.



 






 






 






  

    
On
September 21, 2026, Brian arrived at the courthouse by 6 a.m.,
trying
to bypass the media frenzy. Unfortunately, the press had grown
significantly and was already waiting for him. As he walked toward
the courthouse, Brian attempted to ignore them, but it was to no
avail. Once a reporter spotted him, they quickly surrounded him. He
asked them to step aside so he could reach the court, but the crowd
only tightened its grip, trapping him in place.
  



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, would you comment on your client’s latest video?” asked
  Rick Smart from The New York Times.



“

  
Like
  many of you, I was shocked to see the video that Bay News 9 aired
  last night,” Brian said. “None of my defense team had seen or
  even knew about the video before its broadcast. Someone has
  deliberately leaked this footage to the media. I do not know who
  is
  responsible for this leak, but I will find out.”



“

  
Will
  you pursue a mistrial?” Jennifer Carroll from NBC News
  asked.



“

  
I
  must consult my client before deciding our next move.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Rachel McMichaels from CBS News. “Are you interested in
  negotiating a plea deal with the prosecution to avoid the death
  penalty?”



“

  
Why
  would I consider that?”



“

  
The
  most recent video eliminates any doubt regarding your client’s
  guilt,” Rachel said.



“

  
My
  client and I will fight fiercely,” Brian said. “There will be no
  plea deal—today or tomorrow.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Akhmed Al Bin Al Abboud, Al Jazeera News—”



“

  
No
  comment.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, I haven’t posed a question yet.”



“

  
My
  response remains no comment.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, my sources indicate that you struggle with depression and
  anxiety, along with a history of substance abuse linked to your
  severe PTSD from Afghanistan,” Al Abboud said. “Are you capable
  of properly representing your client?”




  
Brian
  disregarded Akhmed and moved toward the courthouse doors as
  bystanders hurled objects at him. A barrage of eggs, lettuce,
  apples,
  grapes, tomatoes, rice, Coke cans, bottles, and rocks rained down
  on
  him. Several eggs, tomatoes, and apples struck Brian on his
  chest,
  back, head, and legs, drenching him in food and liquid. He halted
  momentarily, contemplating a response, but ultimately refrained.
  Without uttering a word, he continued toward the courthouse
  doors,
  shouting for the security guards to help him reach them. The
  guards
  obliged, pushing reporters and civilians aside to clear a path
  for
  Brian, preventing the media and protesters from entering the
  courthouse. 





  
Once
  inside, he went directly to the restroom to assess the extent of
  the
  mess on his clothes. Realizing there was too much food to clean
  off
  in time for the trial, he left the bathroom and made his way to
  the
  food court for a coffee.



“

  
Good
  morning, sir. How can I assist you?” the barista asked.



“

  
A
  large coffee, your strongest one.”



“

  
Would
  you like anything added to it?”



“

  
Caffeine,
  lots of caffeine,” Brian said.



“

  
Would
  you also like some bread and bacon, sir?”




  
Perplexed,
  Brian asked, “Bread and bacon?”



“

  
Yes,
  sir,” the barista said. “You already have the lettuce and
  tomatoes for your BLT. All that’s left is the bread and
  bacon.”



“

  
Oh,
  you think you’re funny, do you? Coffee, now,” he asserted firmly.
  “And make sure it has nothing extra in it, and I mean absolutely
  nothing.”



“

  
Yes,
  sir. It will be ready shortly.”




  
Sitting
  by himself at a small table, Brian reviewed his case files and
  took
  notes on a pad. He heard a sound and glanced up to see Detective
  Smith sitting across from him.



“

  
I
  didn’t hear you take a seat,” Brian said. “For a big guy, you
  move like a ninja.”



“

  
Cynthia
  asked me to drop by the office,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
Right,
  the office,” Brian said. “Not the courthouse. What brings you
  here?”



“

  
I
  won’t be at your beck and call, Brian,” Detective Smith said. “I
  have a job. Appreciate that I made the effort to come
  here.”



“

  
I
  do. Thank you.”




  
Detective
  Smith noticed the food and drinks on Brian’s suit. “Are you
  wearing your lunch these days?”



“

  
Just
  a little something from the Brian Ross fan club.”



“

  
What
  can I help you with?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
So,
  you caught the news last night?”



“

  
It’s
  unfortunate,” Detective Smith said. “Your client is quite the
  character.”



“

  
I
  don’t want to discuss that,” Brian said. “I need to know who
  leaked the video.”



“

  
Do
  I look like a private investigator to you?”



“

  
I
  just need you to check around at Bay News 9 and find out who
  their
  source is,” Brian said.



“

  
Brian,
  you know sources are confidential information,” Detective Smith
  said.



“

  
Not
  when they have violated due process, they are not,” Brian
  said.



“

  
I’m
  not sure, Brian,” Detective Smith said. “Assisting the defense
  could get me into trouble.”



“

  
You’re
  not assisting the defense; you’re investigating a crime. Leaking
  that video to the media without the defense’s knowledge is a
  violation of the law. And if it came from the prosecution, oh
  boy!”



“

  
It
  might be a stretch to label it a crime, Brian.”



“

  
So
  you believe that breaking the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments
  isn’t
  a crime? They are part of the Constitution, which I assume you’re
  familiar with. The principle of innocent until proven guilty is
  fundamental to our legal system. Moreover, releasing that video
  has
  infringed upon my client’s rights, as the jury has been
  improperly
  swayed by what they’ve seen.”



“

  
Brian,
  you know as well as I do that the jury would eventually view that
  video in court,” Detective Smith said. “Don’t try to peddle
  this nonsense about your client being innocent before being
  proven
  guilty.”



“

  
You’re
  spot on,” Brian said. “The key part is ‘in court.’ This
  didn’t occur in a courtroom; therefore, it’s a crime. Look,
  someone from your department or the prosecution leaked it.
  Regardless, it violates the Constitution, which makes it a crime.
  By
  investigating this, you’re simply ensuring that no one from your
  department is the leak.” 




“

  
All
  right, Brian, I will investigate, but not to assist you; I want
  to
  make damn sure it wasn’t one of my people.”



“

  
Your
  motivations mean nothing to me,” Brian said. “I need to know who
  it was.”



“

  
I’ll
  apply pressure on Bay News 9,” Detective Smith said. “It won’t
  be simple, and they won’t easily reveal their source.”



“

  
They
  will if they think it will result in a mistrial and free one of
  the
  worst serial killers, making them accountable for whatever he
  does
  next. Not to mention the civil lawsuit for millions of dollars.
  That
  second part applies to the Tampa PD as well.”



“

  
Are
  you planning to request a mistrial with this?”



“

  
Absolutely
  not,” Brian said. “I don’t compromise, as you know. But Bay
  News 9 doesn’t know that.”



“

  
Why
  are you so determined to defend this man?”



“

  
Excuse
  me, do you usually investigate crimes based on your feelings
  toward
  the victim or perpetrator?” Brian asked.



“

  
That’s
  not the same, and you know it.”



“

  
But
  it is,” Brian said. “I have to carry out my duties to the best of
  my abilities, just as you would, Detective.”



“

  
For
  five years, you’ve been sedentary, not reaching your potential.
  Why
  now? Why him? What about this case gives you a hard-on?”



“

  
The
  law, Detective Smith. I am passionate about the law.”



“

  
You
  are opposing everything you stand for by representing
  him.”



“

  
I
  didn’t choose to defend him,” Brian said. “He was assigned to
  me.”



“

  
What
  about your ethics, morals, your beliefs? Where do they fit
  in?”



“

  
I
  uphold those as a man. As a lawyer, I adhere to the law and the
  Constitution.”



“

  
I
  no longer know who you are,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
You
  do know. Regardless of what you think I should do, I assure you
  that
  I am the person you know me to be. You have to trust me to do
  what’s
  right. That’s all I can tell you.”



“

  
I
  fail to see how getting this twisted serial killer back on the
  streets is the right thing to do. I am quite disappointed in
  you.”



“

  
I
  sincerely regret that you feel this way,” Brian said. 




“

  
But
  not enough to let your client rot in prison where he rightfully
  belongs.”



“

  
Not
  enough, no.”



“

  
Is
  there anything else, Counselor?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Yes,
  one last thing,” Brian said. “The baby shower is next Saturday at
  3 p.m. Please don’t be late.”



“

  
I
  was already aware of that.”



“

  
True,
  but if anyone questions why you were speaking with the defense,
  you
  can truthfully say we discussed the baby shower.”



“

  
You
  damn lawyers,” Detective Smith said. “Always looking out for
  yourselves.”



“

  
I
  was looking out for your ass, Detective,” Brian said. “And it’s
  quite a big ass, I might add.”



“

  
Have
  a good day, Counselor.”




  
As
  Detective Smith walked away, Brian noticed several people
  observing
  him and Detective Smith, prompting him to call out, “Just a
  reminder, it’s going to be a girl, so anything pink will be
  appreciated! See you at the baby shower!” 





  
Detective
  Smith turned back and smiled in acknowledgment.
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Court:
Day Three, September 21, 2026, 7:02 a.m.
  



 





“

  
All
  rise for the Honorable Judge Renée Galloway!” the senior bailiff
  announced as Judge Galloway arrived in the courtroom.



“

  
Good
  morning, everyone. Today is Monday, September 21st, 2026, and the
  time is 7:02 a.m. We will now continue the trial of the State of
  Florida versus Fredrick Edgar Allan Richardson. Is the
  prosecution
  ready to call their next witness?”




  
Before
  Mrs. Schlitz could respond, Brian rose and addressed the court.
  “Your
  Honor, I am appalled that a video of my client was leaked to the
  press. I’ve spoken with the Tampa Police Department, who informed
  me that only two parties had access to the video: the Tampa
  Police
  and the prosecution. My defense team would have been the third
  party
  to access this footage. Before we were aware of the video, it had
  already been aired by Bay News 9. Detective Smith is initiating
  an
  investigation into this leak. 




“

  
Your
  Honor, I believe this is yet another attempt to damage my
  client’s
  reputation, both in the public eye and among jurors. Since my
  team
  was unaware of the video’s existence and Detective Smith claims
  the
  police did not leak it, this suggests that the prosecution may be
  the
  source of the leak. If this is accurate, it undermines the
  fairness
  of the trial. I ask the court to require the prosecution to
  provide
  custody documentation for the video and to subpoena the video
  from
  Bay News 9, so we can analyze it for fingerprints and DNA.
  Perhaps
  then we can identify the source of the leak. Otherwise, I urge
  the
  leaker to come forward to save us all time and resources.”



“

  
I
  did see the video myself,” Judge Galloway said. “I was appalled.
  Ms. Schlitz, is there any truth to this accusation?”



“

  
Good
  morning, Your Honor. Absolutely not. This is merely another
  tactic by
  the defense to secure a mistrial. I assure you that no one from
  my
  team released the video. It was part of the discovery found on
  Mr.
  Richardson’s computer at his house. Not that it makes a
  difference,
  as the jury would have seen the video eventually.”



“

  
It
  does matter, Ms. Schlitz,” Judge Galloway said. “It matters a
  great deal.” She turned to the jury. “How many of you watched the
  video on the news?” All jurors raised their hands. “This is why
  it matters, Ms. Schlitz. This information was presented to the
  jury
  without the defense counsel’s opportunity to represent their
  client.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, we did not leak this video,” Ms. Schlitz said. “Why would
  we? We are winning the trial; there’s no reason to risk it with
  such a stunt. I swear, we had nothing to do with the
  leak.”



“

  
I
  will subpoena the video and collaborate with the Tampa Police
  Department to find out who leaked it,” Judge Galloway said.
  “Until
  then, we will continue with the trial.”



“

  
What
  about the video?” Brian asked.



“

  
It
  is the court’s opinion that the prosecution, the defense, or a
  third party could have released the video,” Judge Galloway said.
  “Until we determine otherwise, it will remain as evidence. Is the
  prosecution ready to call their next witness?”



“

  
The
  state is ready,” Ms. Schlitz replied.



“

  
Very
  well. Please proceed.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, the prosecution would like to recall Maximilian Rollins as
  a
  witness,” Ms. Schlitz said.




  
Once
  sworn in, Mr. Rollins took his seat and made direct eye contact
  with
  Mr. Richardson. Fredrick nodded at him, and Mr. Rollins returned
  the
  nod.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz noted the unusual exchange. “Is there something we should
  know about your relationship with the defendant, Mr.
  Rollins?”



“

  
No,
  ma’am.”




  
Fredrick
  announced, “He has a superb name. Any man named Maximillion
  should
  be acknowledged.”




  
Mr.
  Rollins followed, “I guess he likes my name, and I like my name.
  It’s just a male bonding thing, I suppose.”



“

  
You
  were not called here to make friends, Mr. Rollins,” Ms. Schlitz
  said.



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor,” Brian said. “Prosecution is being hostile toward the
  witness.”




  
Judge
  Galloway reflected on the objection. “I cannot remember
  witnessing
  the opposing counsel objecting to the prosecution’s hostility
  toward their witness. Quite interesting. Sustained. Ms. Schlitz,
  even
  though the witness is for the prosecution, you must treat him and
  any
  other witnesses in this court with the highest level of
  respect.”



“

  
Fine,
  Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said. “Mr. Rollins, could you please
  share your area of expertise with the court?”



“

  
I
  am a crime scene investigator with the Hillsborough County
  Sheriff’s
  Office.”



“

  
And
  what is your role at the crime scene?”



“

  
I
  examine the crime scene and collect evidence. This evidence can
  include weapons, clothing, photos, phones, computers, and
  jewelry.
  Essentially, anything can be submitted as evidence.”



“

  
What
  is your method for gathering it?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  place each item into a sealed plastic bag or container and assign
  a
  document number to it,” Mr. Rollins said. “Each piece is then
  entered into the sheriff’s office database and is subsequently
  managed by the officers in the evidence room. Items must be
  signed in
  and out of the evidence room, and the evidence officers keep
  track of
  them.”



“

  
Why
  is there such a high level of security for these items?” Ms.
  Schlitz asked.



“

  
To
  prevent the items from being lost, misplaced, stolen, or tampered
  with in any way.”



“

  
Is
  this an issue that occurs often at the sheriff’s office?”




  
Mr.
  Rollins laughed. “No, ma’am. The security is incredibly
  effective.”



“

  
From
  your testimony, I assume it would be hard for anyone to claim
  that
  the evidence has been altered?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
It
  would be impossible to argue that point.”



“

  
Have
  you examined the evidence collected at the defendant’s home?” Ms.
  Schlitz asked.



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am,” Mr. Rollins said. “I collected most of this evidence
  myself.”



“

  
So
  you possess firsthand knowledge of the evidence?”



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am, I do,” Mr. Rollins said.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz moved to her table and retrieved a box filled with items.
  “May I approach the witness with this box of evidence?” She
  displayed it to the opposing counsel.



“

  
Opposition,
  do you have any objections?” Judge Galloway asked.




  
Brian
  rose. “Not at this time, Your Honor.”




  
Fredrick
  glanced into the box and noticed the evidence. “Hey! Those are
  mine! Those are my trophies. You have no right to take
  them!”



“

  
Order
  in the court!” Judge Galloway exclaimed. “Mr. Ross—”



“

  
I
  know, I’m in contempt,” Brian admitted reluctantly.



“

  
You
  are in contempt,” Judge Galloway remarked, directing his
  attention
  to Ivan. “No hash marks today, Mr. Smirnov?”




  
Ivan
  rose. “I did not make a bet today. The lesson I learned.”



“

  
Well,
  at least one person at your table can learn and change their
  behavior,” Judge Galloway said. “You may proceed, Ms.
  Schlitz.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, I would like to submit Mr. Richardson’s most recent
  outburst
  as evidence.”



“

  
Ms.
  Schlitz, if we took a moment to submit every word Mr. Richardson
  utters into evidence, we would be here well into 2027. I
  recognize
  the significance of Mr. Richardson’s comments. The court reporter
  has documented the statement, and it is now considered part of
  the
  evidence. You can ask the court reporter to reiterate anything
  said
  during this trial at your convenience. I assure you, the jury has
  heard and understood what Mr. Richardson said, and it has been
  recorded,” Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Thank
  you, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz replied begrudgingly. “Mr. Rollins,
  could you inform the court what these pieces of evidence
  are?”



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am, I can.”




  
Brian,
  Ivan, and Fredrick shared a simultaneous laugh at Ms. Schlitz’s
  expense.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz rolled her eyes and rephrased the question. “Mr. Rollins,
  please tell the court what these pieces of evidence are that were
  found inside the defendant’s residence.”



“

  
This
  box contains items of evidence that belonged to each victim:
  rings,
  hair clips, a watch, a doll, an action figure, and other
  nonliving
  things. Each item has been confirmed to belong to a particular
  victim.”



“

  
Was
  there anything additional discovered about these objects?” Ms.
  Schlitz asked.



“

  
Objection!”
  Brian said. “Your Honor, the prosecution is leading the
  witness.”



“

  
Overruled,”
  Judge Galloway said. “Mr. Rollins, you must answer the
  question.”



“

  
Yes,
  the defendant’s DNA was found on all items.”



“

  
Are
  you stating that Mr. Fredrick Edgar Allan Richardson’s DNA was
  discovered on every piece of evidence in this box?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
That
  is correct.”



“

  
Was
  there anything else discovered that can be directly linked to any
  of
  the victims?”



“

  
Yes,”
  Mr. Rollins said. “There are some hair locks, teeth, a jar
  containing fingers, a jar filled with flesh, and a jar with a
  pair of
  eyeballs.”



“

  
Anything
  else?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
There’s
  also one jar that contains a penis.”



“

  
Where
  are these pieces of evidence currently located?”



“

  
They
  are on that table over there.” Mr. Rollins pointed to a table
  adjacent to the jury box. The table had a tall cardboard backing
  that
  obstructed everyone in the courtroom's view except the jury. As
  the
  jury turned their attention to the displayed evidence, one by
  one,
  they turned away in disgust.



“

  
Ladies
  and gentlemen of the jury, as you can see, there is a plethora of
  evidence,” Ms. Schlitz said. “Due to its graphic nature and out
  of respect for the victims, we have chosen not to present the
  evidence to the entire courtroom. If you would like a closer look
  at
  any evidence, we can facilitate a private viewing in the
  deliberation
  room.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, does the opposing counsel have any objections?” Judge
  Galloway asked.




  
Brian
  stood up. “For once, Your Honor, the opposing counsel agrees with
  the prosecution.”



“

  
Very
  well,” replied Judge Galloway. “Let it be known that if the jury
  wishes to see any pieces of this evidence, they may request it,
  and
  the court will arrange a private viewing.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz posed one final question: “Mr. Rollins, I have just one
  more question for you. Did the sensitive pieces of evidence on
  this
  table also contain the DNA of the defendant, Mr. Fredrick
  Richardson?”



“

  
That
  is correct,” Mr. Rollins said. “His DNA was found either on the
  item itself or on the container in which they were
  stored.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.




  
Brian
  stood up. “Have you ever had a friend come to your house and
  accidentally leave their phone or another item at your
  house?”



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor. It’s irrelevant,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
Your
  Honor, the defense is questioning ownership,” Brian said.



“

  
Overruled,”
  Judge Galloway said. “Mr. Rollins, please respond to the
  question.”



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
Since
  the item left behind was in your house, does that mean you own
  it?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
No.”



“

  
As
  a forensic crime scene investigator, do you believe it’s possible
  that an item found at a crime scene does not belong to the
  accused?”



“

  
Yes,
  absolutely,” Mr. Rollins said. “This occurs frequently.”



“

  
This
  occurs frequently,” Brian said.



“

  
Exactly,
  which is why we investigate. We must determine the ownership of
  each
  item.”



“

  
What
  is your process for determining item ownership?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
We
  meticulously examine public purchase records, receipts, bank
  statements, CCTV footage, DNA analysis, witness accounts,
  forensic
  spectrometry, and other techniques to compare items discovered in
  the
  residence with evidence to check for a scientific connection,”
  Mr.
  Rollins said.



“

  
Let’s
  revisit the phone that your friend left at your house,” Brian
  said.
  “If you had handled that phone, would your fingerprints and DNA
  be
  on it?”



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
Since
  your fingerprints and DNA are on the phone left by your friend,
  does
  that imply you now have ownership of the phone?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
No.”



“

  
So,
  having fingerprints and DNA on an object doesn’t necessarily
  indicate ownership?” Brian asked.



“

  
I . . .
  I suppose not.”



“

  
You
  testified that you discovered much of the evidence today in my
  client’s home. Is that correct?” Brian asked.



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
Assuming
  you’re not lying, which we take it you aren’t, and given that
  your testimony about finding the evidence in my client’s house is
  indisputable since you found it personally, can we agree that no
  one
  can claim the evidence wasn’t discovered there?”



“

  
Correct,”
  Mr. Rollins said.



“

  
My
  client’s fingerprints and DNA were identified on all the evidence
  pieces,” Brian said.



“

  
Correct.”



“

  
However,
  we’ve just established that the presence of his fingerprints and
  DNA on those items doesn’t necessarily mean they belong to him,”
  Brian said. “Would you agree?”



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor!” Ms. Schlitz shouted. “The defendant already admitted
  that the items were his when he exclaimed, ‘Hey, those are
  mine!’


  

  


  
”



“

  
Your
  Honor,” Brian said. “Individuals often make false claims about
  property. Merely asserting that something is yours does not
  legally
  establish ownership. Moreover, the presence of your fingerprints
  and
  DNA on an item does not automatically mean you own or are
  responsible
  for it. Fingerprints and DNA only indicate that the defendant
  touched
  the item—they do not prove he created or owns it. I believe the
  phone scenario supports this argument.”



“

  
Overruled,”
  Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Mr.
  Rollins, let me reiterate the question,” Brian said. “Does having
  fingerprints and DNA found on an item mean that it belongs to the
  person whose fingerprints and DNA were discovered?”



“

  
No.
  It does not.”



“

  
Could
  it imply anything beyond them having physically touched the
  item?”



“

  
No,
  I don’t think so.”



“

  
What
  if Mr. Richardson kept these items for someone else? Despite him
  examining them and leaving his fingerprints and DNA, would they
  belong to him?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  hadn’t considered that. I guess they wouldn’t.”



“

  
What
  would happen if someone transferred ownership of these items to
  Mr.
  Richardson, and he handled them, leaving his fingerprints and DNA
  on
  them?” Brian asked. “Would those fingerprints and DNA indicate
  that he was the one who either created or obtained the
  items?”



“

  
No.”



“

  
We’ve
  established that the presence of my client’s fingerprints and DNA
  on the evidence doesn’t imply he created, acquired, or owns those
  items,” Brian said. “Even if he claims they belong to him, that
  isn’t proof of ownership. May I approach the jury, Your Honor?”
  




“

  
So
  granted,” Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Ladies
  and gentlemen of the jury, I would like you to place your hands
  on
  the railing in front of you,” Brian said. “Go on, reach out, and
  place your hands on the railing. Now press down lightly. Ladies
  and
  gentlemen of the jury, you just put your fingerprints and DNA on
  the
  railings before you. Do you believe, by having your fingerprints
  and
  DNA on the railings in front of you, that you now own the
  railing?
  Have you now taken responsibility for creating or acquiring the
  railing? 




“

  
The
  answer is no, ladies and gentlemen of the jury. Legally, you have
  no
  more responsibility for the railing in front of you due to your
  fingerprints and DNA being on it than my client has for the
  evidence
  discussed today because his fingerprints and DNA were found on
  them.”




  
Brian
  faced Judge Galloway. “No further questions, Your Honor. ”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz called the next witness. “Your Honor, the prosecution
  would
  like to recall Detective Gregory Smith to the stand.” 





  
As
  Detective Smith passed by, Fredrick emitted a low growl,
  prompting
  Detective Smith to shake his head and roll his eyes. Fortunately,
  Judge Galloway did not hold Mr. Ross in contempt.



“

  
Detective
  Smith, please explain to the court why you are here today,” Ms.
  Schlitz said.



“

  
I
  am here to testify about the questioning of the defendant, Mr.
  Fredrick Richardson, on the night he was apprehended,” Detective
  Smith replied.



“

  
Your
  Honor, I would like to move forward with the interview
  transcripts,”
  Ms. Schlitz said. “They have been provided to opposing
  counsel.”




  
She
  handed the transcripts to opposing counsel, along with a
  transcript
  of the interview. Then, turning to the witness, she said,
  “Detective
  Smith, I am holding a document. Can you please tell the court
  what
  that document is?”



“

  
This
  is the transcript of the interview with Mr. Richardson, which I
  conducted alongside Detective Robbie Giles on the morning of May
  22nd, 2026.”



“

  
Thank
  you,” Ms. Schlitz said. “Do you recall the duration of Mr.
  Richardson’s interview that morning?”



“

  
We
  started at 3:51 a.m. and finished around 7:20 a.m., making it
  roughly
  three and a half hours long.”



“

  
Three
  and a half hours of transcripts,” Ms. Schlitz said. “That would
  be a lot to read to the court. I took the liberty of highlighting
  some key points of the interview. Please read the first paragraph
  highlighted in yellow.”




  
Detective
  Smith read, “


  

  


  

    
‘Oh,
    Detective, I did far worse than murder her. That was the tip of
    the
    iceberg regarding what I did to her. In fact, killing her would
    have
    been the nicest thing I did to her.’
  


  

  


  
”



“

  
Please
  read the next highlighted paragraph,” Ms. Schlitz said.




  
Detective
  Smith continued reading: “


  

    

    
  


  

    
‘Are
    you serious? A person’s head can only be cut off once,
    Detective.
    So sadly, no. This would have been the one and only time I
    could have
    cut her head off.’
  


  

    

    
  


  
”



“

  
And
  please read the next one,” she requested.




  
Detective
  Smith read: “Detective Smith said,


  

    

    ‘You have killed more than one person?’ 
  


  
and
  Fredrick replied,


  

    

    ‘You know the answer to that, Detective.’
  


  

  


  
”



“

  
During
  your interview with the defendant, Mr. Richardson, he admitted
  directly two times to killing Annie Valentine, and at one point,
  he
  acknowledged that he had killed people in general. Is this
  accurate?”
  Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
Yes,
  during the entire interview, we discussed his general tendency to
  kill and his pride in that fact,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
Please
  read the next highlighted area,” Ms. Schlitz said. 




“‘

  

    
Fun
    fact: I refer to my children by numbers. She has a specific
    number.
    However, you did not ask the correct question, so you will not
    be
    rewarded with that information.’
  


  

  


  
”



“

  
What
  do you think Mr. Richardson meant by that?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
Objection!”
  Brian said. “Detective Smith lacks expertise in understanding the
  intellectual or emotional implications of a defendant’s
  statement.”



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said. “Please rephrase the question, Ms.
  Schlitz.”



“

  
Detective
  Smith, how do you interpret this statement made by the
  defendant?”



“

  
From
  my discussions with Mr. Richardson, I suspect he has more victims
  than just the one I questioned him about on the morning of May
  22nd,
  2026,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
His
  statement indicates that Mr. Richardson has nineteen victims,”
  Ms.
  Schlitz said. “Do you think there are even more victims we are
  unaware of?”



“

  
Objection!
  Speculation,” Brian said.



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Detective
  Smith, how long have you served as a homicide detective?” Ms.
  Schlitz asked.



“

  
Just
  over seven years.”



“

  
Have
  there been many murders during your tenure?”



“

  
More
  than I wish to count,” Detective Smith replied.



“

  
Can
  you be more precise?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
Dozens.”



“

  
Before
  Mr. Richardson, have you ever interviewed a murder suspect?” Ms.
  Schlitz asked.



“

  
Dozens.”



“

  
Given
  your experience in investigating numerous murders and
  interviewing
  many accused killers, do you believe Mr. Richardson might have
  killed
  more than the nineteen victims we are aware of?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.




  
Irritated,
  Brian shouted, “Objection! Speculation. Your Honor, this is
  getting
  ridiculous.”



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said.



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said. 





  
Brian
  rose and looked at Judge Galloway. “May I approach the witness,
  Your Honor?”



“

  
Granted.”



“

  
Detective
  Smith, did you consume any adult beverages the night of my
  client’s
  arrest?” Brian asked.



“

  
Objection!”
  Ms. Schlitz interjected. “Relevance? It’s not illegal for
  Detective Smith to have had an adult beverage.”




  
Judge
  Galloway turned to Brian. “Counselor?”



“

  
Your
  Honor, I am asking Detective Smith if he had been drinking to
  eliminate any chance of impairment during the altercation and car
  accident that led to my client’s arrest.”



“

  
I
  will allow it,” Judge Galloway said. “Detective Smith, please
  respond to the question.”



“

  
I
  had a few drinks before the incident that resulted in Mr.
  Richardson’s arrest.”



“

  
How
  many is a few?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  believe I had three drinks that evening,” Detective Smith
  said.



“

  
Do
  you believe it, or do you know it?”



“

  
I
  had three drinks that night,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
Are
  you sure it wasn’t four, five, or even six drinks?”



“

  
I
  am certain, yes!”



“

  
How
  many hours did you spend having those three drinks?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
It
  was just over two hours.”



“

  
Were
  you by yourself while drinking?” Brian asked.



“

  
No.”




  
Brian
  smiled. “Who else was at the bar with you?”



“

  
You
  were there, and your wife, Carolyn, was there too.” The gallery
  rumbled with whispers, and the press snapped photos.



“

  
What
  was the reason for the gathering at the bar that evening?” Brian
  asked.




  
Detective
  Smith lowered his head, took a deep breath, and, with tears in
  his
  eyes, said, “It was the anniversary of my little brother’s
  death.”




  
Brian
  fought back tears, turning away from Detective Smith to rub his
  eyes.
  




“

  
Mr.
  Ross, do you need a moment?” Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
No,
  Your Honor,” Brian said. “Something is in my eye. I need a
  second.” After a pause, Brian turned back. “Do you commemorate
  this anniversary every year?”



“

  
Yes,”
  Detective Smith said. “We have held this celebration annually for
  the last decade since his passing. We do it so often that we no
  longer need to make reservations; the bar automatically books a
  table
  for us. We have become quite predictable.”




  
Brian
  happened to glance at Fredrick and saw him nodding in agreement
  while
  looking at Detective Smith.



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Brian said. “Your Honor, the
  defense requests a short recess,” Brian said.




  
Judge
  Galloway checked the time. “It’s seventeen minutes early, but we
  can break for lunch now. The court is adjourned for one hour,”
  she
  replied. 





  
Brian
  took out his phone and sent a text message. Neither Fredrick nor
  Ivan
  knew what he sent or to whom. 




“

  
Boss,
  are you okay?” Ivan asked.



“

  
Yes,
  I’m fine,” Brian said. “I just need to use the restroom.
  Mexican breakfast,” he said as he rushed past them out of the
  courtroom.




  
Ivan
  looked over at Fredrick. “Boss not eat Mexican breakfast.”




  
Brian
  sat alone in a stall, reflecting on Detective Smith’s comment
  from
  the witness stand: “We have celebrated it every year since his
  death. We do it so frequently that we no longer have to make
  reservations. The bar automatically reserves a table for us. We
  are
  pretty predictable.” Something about Fredrick’s agreement with
  Detective Smith unsettled Brian. He wondered if Fredrick was
  aware
  that Detective Smith would be at La Crescent Court that evening.
  After splashing some water on his face, Brian headed back to the
  courtroom to grab Ivan for lunch.



 






 






 






  

    
An
hour later, Ms. Schlitz called her next witness: “Your Honor, the
prosecution would like to call Detective Robbie Giles to the
stand.”
  




  
As
  Detective Giles passed by, Fredrick remarked, “Howdy, Junior
  Detective Giles.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, you are in contempt!” Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Well,
  Your Honor, we managed to go a few hours before I was found in
  contempt of court,” Brian said. “I think we’re making
  progress.”



“

  
Do
  not push it, Mr. Ross!” Judge Galloway warned. “Please continue,
  Ms. Schlitz.”



“

  
If
  it pleases the court, I would like to present Mr. Richardson’s
  interview from the night of May 22nd, 2026.”



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor!” Brian said. “The defense was not aware that the
  video would be submitted as evidence and hasn’t viewed the
  interview yet.”



“

  
Let’s
  watch it together, Mr. Ross,” Judge Galloway said. “You may play
  the video, Ms. Schlitz.”




  
After
  three hours and twenty-nine minutes, the video concluded. “I’ll
  be damned,” Fredrick said. “It is true what they say: TV does add
  ten pounds to you!” Laughter erupted in the gallery.




  
Before
  Judge Galloway could say anything, Brian interrupted, “I know, I
  am
  in contempt.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, you are in contempt,” Judge Galloway said. “Twice!”




  
Fredrick
  leaned toward Brian and whispered, “I’m not paying for that
  second one, Counselor. You earned that one yourself.” 





  
Disappointed,
  Brian rested his chin on his hand and slouched.



“

  
Detective
  Giles, did Mr. Richardson ever admit to killing Annie Valentine
  during the interview?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
Did
  he at any point admit to having killed anyone other than Annie
  Valentine?”



“

  
Indirectly,
  yes,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
What
  do you mean by indirectly?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson did not specify anyone by name but hinted that he had
  killed others.”



“

  
Did
  he mention how many other people he might have killed?”



“

  
No.”



“

  
Do
  you believe he has killed more than just Annie Valentine?” Ms.
  Schlitz asked.



“

  
The
  evidence found in his residence shows he killed at least nineteen
  children,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor!” Brian yelled. “The defendant hasn’t been found
  guilty of killing anyone. Let me remind the court of due
  process.”



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said. “You will rephrase your answer,
  Detective.”



“

  
The
  evidence found in Mr. Richardson’s residence suggests he may have
  killed nineteen children,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
Do
  you believe that number exceeds nineteen?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
Objection!
  Your Honor! Speculation,” Brian said.



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz reformulated the question. “Considering the evidence, do
  you believe the defendant has murdered more than nineteen
  children?”



“

  
Not
  at this time,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
Do
  you think he has killed more than the nineteen children we know
  of?”
  Ms. Schlitz asked.




  
Brian
  stood up and shouted at Judge Galloway, “Objection! Your Honor!
  This is speculation. We just discussed this. When will you start
  holding the State in contempt? I’d also like to remind the court
  that Mr. Richardson has not been found guilty of killing any of
  the
  nineteen children.”



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said. “However, Mr. Ross, do not tell me how to
  perform my duties!”



“

  
Then
  stop showing favoritism, and just do your job!” Brian
  shouted.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, you are in contempt,” Judge Galloway said. “I impose a
  one-thousand-dollar fine and sentence you to one week in jail to
  be
  served after this trial concludes!”



“

  
Go
  ahead and do that,” Brian said. “We will see how the Florida Bar
  views this case and evaluate how the defense has been unfairly
  attacked while the State has acted without accountability. Your
  time
  as a judge won’t last long at this rate, Your Honor.”




  
Ivan
  grasped Brian’s arm, pulling him down in his chair. “Your Honor,
  it clear Mr. Ross not himself. Death of Detective Smith’s younger
  brother, Brian’s lifelong childhood friend, affecting him. We
  make
  short recess, yes?” Ivan asked.



“

  
I
  have no further questions, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said. “A
  break would fit nicely.”



“

  
We
  will take a fifteen-minute recess,” Judge Galloway said. “Mr.
  Ross, I suggest you return with a more positive attitude.”




  
With
  tears running down his face, Brian stood at his table. “Detective
  Giles, I have just one question for you. Before I proceed, I want
  to
  remind you that you are under oath.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, this recess is for your benefit,” Judge Galloway
  said.



“

  
I
  don’t need a recess,” Brian said.



“

  
Very
  well, you may continue,” Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Detective
  Giles, I have just one question for you,” Brian said. “Before
  asking, I want to remind you that you are under oath.”



“

  
I
  understand,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
At
  any point on the evening of May 22nd, 2026, did you notice a
  smell of
  alcohol from Detective Smith?”



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
How
  is that?” Brian asked.



“

  
That’s
  two questions, Counselor,” Detective Giles said. “However,
  regarding the second, I could smell it on him.”



“

  
Did
  Detective Smith seem intoxicated to you?” Brian asked.



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor!” Ms. Schlitz said. “Speculation.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, it is a police officer’s responsibility to detect alcohol
  in
  intoxicated individuals. They receive extensive training for this
  duty, which is part of their daily tasks. I am not asking
  Detective
  Giles anything beyond his everyday requirements.”



“

  
You’re
  pushing it, Mr. Ross, but I’ll permit it,” Judge Galloway said.
  “Overruled.”



“

  
He
  didn’t seem intoxicated to me,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
As
  a trained professional skilled in recognizing when someone has
  been
  drinking, did it ever cross your mind that Detective Smith might
  have
  been drinking that night?” Brian asked.



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Brian said. “I wish to reserve
  the right to recall this witness.”



“

  
The
  state wishes to call its next witness, Elsbeth Kinkaid,” Ms.
  Schlitz said. 





  
As
  Ms. Kinkaid approached the stand, Fredrick let out a catcall and
  whistled at her.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, you are in contempt and have been fined one thousand
  dollars,”
  Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am,” Brian responded angrily.



“

  
Ms.
  Kinkaid, please explain to the court why you are here today,” Ms.
  Schlitz said.




  
Ms.
  Kinkaid smiled. “I am here to discuss the recording received by
  Bay
  News 9 of the disturbing video capturing the defendant feeding a
  small, helpless child to a giant great white shark.”



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor,” Brian said. “Allegedly. Mr. Richardson has not been
  convicted. That whole due process thing I keep bringing
  up.”



“

  
Objection
  sustained. Let me remind the jury that the defendant has not been
  convicted and is presumed innocent until proven guilty,” Judge
  Galloway clarified.



“

  
Ms.
  Kinkaid, where did you get this video?” Ms. Schlitz asked.




  
Ms.
  Kinkaid replied with a smile. “It came from my producer.”



“

  
Do
  you know where your producer got the video?”



“

  
From
  the mail,” Ms. Kinkaid said, nodding enthusiastically and smiling
  broadly.




  
Brian,
  Ivan, and Fredrick exchanged amused glances with Ms. Schlitz and
  laughed.



“

  
Do
  you know who sent it?” Ms. Schlitz asked, annoyed.



“

  
I
  don’t,” Ms. Kinkaid said. “But honestly, I don’t know many
  people.”



“

  
Did
  the package containing the video have a return address?” Ms.
  Schlitz asked.



“

  
It
  did not,” Ms. Kinkaid replied cheerfully.



“

  
Could
  it have been sent to you anonymously?”



“

  
Objection!”
  Brian shouted. “Leading the witness.”



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz pressed on. “Was the package sent anonymously?”



“

  
I
  don’t know who sent it, so I can’t say whether they were
  anonymous.”




  
Judge
  Galloway rolled her eyes while Brian tried to prevent Fredrick
  from
  falling out of his chair with laughter.



“

  
Ms.
  Kinkaid, since the package lacked a return address, can we safely
  assume it was sent anonymously?”



“

  
It
  must have been.” Turning to Ms. Schlitz with a smile, she added,
  “Wow. You’re really good at this.”



“

  
Ms.
  Kinkaid, could you describe what you observed in the video?” Ms.
  Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  witnessed that man, sitting right there, feed a small, helpless
  boy
  to a large, vicious great white shark.”



“

  
What
  assurance do you have that the man in the video is the one here?”
  Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
At
  the video’s conclusion, he picked up the camera and smiled at it
  like this,” Ms. Kinkaid said as she demonstrated Fredrick’s smile
  toward the camera.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz turned to the court. “Your Honor, I wish to present the
  video, but I must caution everyone that it contains graphic
  content
  and is not suitable for those who are sensitive.” She proceeded
  to
  play the video. When it began, Ms. Kinkaid offered, “Would you
  like
  me to provide commentary? I’ve seen this one before.”



“

  
That
  won’t be necessary, Ms. Kinkaid. We will utilize the narration
  you
  supplied during its initial airing.”




  
Once
  the video concluded, Ms. Kinkaid pointed at Fredrick, declaring,
  “That is the man in the video!”



“

  
I
  have no more questions, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
I
  have no questions now, Your Honor,” Brian said. “I ask to reserve
  the right to recall the witness.”



“

  
No
  objections, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
So
  granted. Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, we will now take a
  lunch
  break. The court will reconvene in one hour,” Judge Galloway
  announced.




  
Fredrick
  turned to Brian. “Counselor, you never mentioned how the treasure
  hunt went. Did you discover a pirate’s treasure?”



“

  
I
  found a map,” Brian said. “I’m still trying to figure out its
  purpose.”



“

  
Be
  cautious; the sand is nearly gone.”




  
The
  bailiffs escorted Fredrick out of the courtroom.



“

  
Boss,
  what sand?” Ivan asked.



“

  
An
  hourglass, Ivan,” Brian said. “The sand in an hourglass.”



“

  
Why
  he not say what he mean?” Ivan asked.



“

  
Why
  does that man do anything he does?”



“

  
I
  understand,” Ivan said. “This is rhetoric.”



“

  
Close.
  It’s rhetorical,” Brian said.




  
After
  a one-hour lunch break, the jury entered the courtroom and
  silently
  took their seats in the jury box. The prosecution and defense
  were
  seated at their respective tables. Notably, Mr. Richardson was
  absent. 




“

  
All
  rise for the Honorable Judge Galloway!” announced the bailiff.
  Once
  Judge Galloway was seated on the bench, she observed Mr.
  Richardson’s
  absence from the courtroom.



“

  
Bailiff,
  where is the defendant?” she asked.



“

  
Your
  Honor, I’m unsure, but I will investigate,” the bailiff
  said.



“

  
Please
  do, and thank you,” Judge Galloway said.




  
As
  everyone waited for Fredrick’s arrival, Ivan stood up. “Your
  Honor. Other day I make way into bar. Bartender ask me, what like
  live in Russia. I say, I cannot complain.” The media and some
  members of the jury laughed.




  
Judge
  Galloway thought about the joke and smiled. “Brilliant, Mr.
  Smirnov.”




  
The
  bailiffs brought Mr. Richardson in, led him to the defense table,
  and
  secured his shackles to both the table and the floor.



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson, care to explain why we had to sit here waiting for
  you?”
  Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
No,
  Your Honor. I do not care to explain,” Fredrick said. “But thank
  you for asking.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, I would hold you in contempt, but I will overlook it this
  time,” Judge Galloway said. “You can thank Mr. Smirnov for my
  good mood. Ms. Schlitz, does the prosecution wish to call any
  further
  witnesses today?”



“

  
Your
  Honor, the state intends to call two more witnesses,” Ms. Schlitz
  said.



“

  
Please
  bring forth your next witness.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, the state would like to recall Tripp Montgomery to the
  stand.”




  
The
  bailiffs escorted Mr. Montgomery to the stand and administered
  the
  oath.



“

  
I
  want to remind the jury that Mr. Montgomery is a video forensic
  expert working with police departments across the country,” Ms.
  Schlitz said. “Earlier today, the court viewed a video depicting
  a
  man feeding a child to a shark. Have you had a chance to examine
  this
  video, Mr. Montgomery?”



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am.”



“

  
Did
  you detect any irregularities in the video?”



“

  
No.
  The video is authentic, has not been altered, and is an
  original,”
  Mr. Montgomery said.



“

  
It
  is not a fake; it remains unedited and is original,” Ms. Schlitz
  said.



“

  
Correct.”



“

  
That
  was a statement, not a question. Thank you. I have no further
  inquiries, Your Honor.”



“

  
No
  questions at this time, Your Honor,” Brian said. “Your Honor, the
  state wishes to recall Decan Melton to the stand,” Ms. Schlitz
  said. “I want to remind the jury that Mr. Melton is a video
  forensic expert in facial recognition for the FBI. Mr. Melton,
  have
  you had the chance to analyze the video in evidence of the man
  feeding a child to a shark?”



“

  
I
  have.”



“

  
What
  did you find?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
We
  examined the video using our software twenty times. Each time,
  facial
  recognition positively identified Mr. Fredrick Edgar Allan
  Richardson.”



“

  
What
  is the likelihood that the man in the video is the defendant, Mr.
  Richardson?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
One
  hundred percent.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said. As she passed
  the
  defendant, she remarked, “John 8:32.”



“ ‘

  
And
  you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.’ That
  is
  indeed excellent advice,” Fredrick said.




  
Judge
  Galloway addressed Fredrick. “Would you like to repeat that, Mr.
  Richardson?”




  
Fredrick
  smiled. “John 8:32, Your Honor. Jesus said, ‘And you will know
  the truth, and the truth will set you free.’


  

  


  
”



“

  
That
  is excellent advice, one we can all apply to our lives,” Judge
  Galloway said. “Why are you saying this out loud, Mr.
  Richardson?”



“

  
I
  simply repeated what Ms. Schlitz said as she passed our table,”
  Fredrick said.



“

  
Ms.
  Schlitz, did you make this statement to the defendant?” Judge
  Galloway asked.



“

  
Not
  exactly, Your Honor.”



“

  
How
  about you exactly tell us what you said?” Judge Galloway
  asked.



“

  
Your
  Honor, I was merely thinking aloud,” Ms. Schlitz said. “All I
  uttered was ‘John 8:32’ softly. I did not say anything
  else.”




  
Fredrick
  interjected. “Your Honor, I believe the prosecution brought up
  this
  verse to find encouragement amid her stress. She seems convinced
  that
  the truth of this trial points toward my guilt. It is evident
  that
  the case’s pressure is quite burdensome for her, and she may have
  referenced that verse to lift her spirits. I feel it wasn’t
  directed at me, as I am not a believer. Such thoughts would be
  lost
  on me.”



“

  
Ms.
  Schlitz, please refrain from making any comments or statements
  directly or indirectly aimed at the defendant,” Judge Galloway
  said.



“

  
Yes,
  Your Honor.”




  
Brian
  stood. “May I address the witness, Your Honor?”



“

  
Granted.”



“

  
When
  your software positively identifies an individual, and you assert
  it’s one hundred percent accurate, could there be any chance of
  error? Could it ever be someone else?” Brian asked.



“

  
No,”
  Mr. Melton said.



“

  
So,
  if your video indicates the person captured is Mr. Richardson, it
  is,
  without a doubt, Mr. Richardson?” Brian asked.



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
Is
  it never incorrect?” Brian asked.



“

  
Aside
  from having an identical twin, it’s never incorrect.”



“

  
So
  then it can be incorrect, which means it is therefore not 100
  percent
  accurate,” Brian said.



“

  
Only
  if Mr. Richardson has a twin.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Brian said. “I ask to reserve the
  right to recall this witness later.”



“

  
No
  objections, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said. 




“

  
So
  granted. The time is 4:53 p.m. The court is adjourned and will
  reconvene on Wednesday, September 30th, 2026, at 7:00
  a.m.”



“

  
I’ll
  stop by tomorrow so we can go over some matters,” Brian said to
  Fredrick. “Do you prefer morning or afternoon?” 




“

  
I’m
  free all day tomorrow, Counselor. Drop by anytime. Don’t forget
  the
  cupcakes.” 




“

  
Perfect.
  See you then,” Brian said. 





  
As
  Fredrick was led out, Brian turned to Ivan. “I need the team in
  my
  office tomorrow at 5 a.m. to discuss a plan moving forward. And
  Ivan,
  please bring cupcakes.”



“

  
I
  bring cupcake,” Ivan said. “Why I must bring cupcake?”




  
Walking
  away, Brian said, “You can’t complain, Ivan.”



“

  
Oh,
  ha ha . . . very much funny.”
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Sitting
in the waiting room of the mental health center at James A. Haley
VA
Hospital, Brian reflected on what troubled him more: attending his
weekly PTSD therapy sessions or his association with Fredrick.
Before
Fredrick entered his life, Brian could attend his therapy sessions
in
anonymity. However, now that he represented Fredrick, Brian had
been
thrust into the media spotlight, making it impossible to go
unrecognized. He glanced around the room, noticing several veterans
quietly awaiting their appointments. Every so often, he caught one
of
them casting a disapproving look in his direction, though no one
spoke to him. Brian sat quietly, watching the TV and trying to
avoid
drawing attention to himself.
  



“

  
Good
  morning, Tampa Bay. I’m Elsbeth Kinkaid, and this is Bay News 9.
  We
  have breaking news on ‘The Reaper’ case,” the TV host announced
  with an exaggerated smile. 




“

  
Oh,
  shit,” Brian muttered, letting out a resigned sigh.




  
Mrs.
  Kinkaid reported: “The body of what appears to be the fourteenth
  victim of ‘The Reaper’ has been found and positively identified
  as that of six-year-old Suzy Lopez. Late last night, Hillsborough
  County police officers discovered her body in a heavily wooded
  area
  north of Fletcher Avenue. Earlier in the evening, two University
  of
  South Florida students went to Lettuce Lake Park to observe
  nature
  when they noticed an unusually large number of vultures circling
  over
  the preserve to their west. 




“

  
The
  students climbed to the top of the park’s observation tower, used
  their binoculars to see what the birds were circling over, and
  noticed what appeared to be a small pink jacket. They immediately
  called the police. A county search-and-rescue team cleared the
  thick
  brush and vegetation in the area where the students reported
  observing the birds’ unusual behavior and the pink jacket. After
  two hours of searching the area, authorities discovered the
  decaying
  remains of what appeared to be a small child. The remains were
  later
  identified as those of Suzy Lopez, who had been missing since May
  of
  2024. 




“

  
The
  county police did not comment on Suzy Lopez’s cause of death, but
  Captain Felicia Anderson from the Hillsborough County Sheriff’s
  Public Affairs Office addressed the media, stating, ‘Earlier this
  morning, at approximately 2 a.m., our search-and-rescue team
  officers
  found the lifeless body of a small child. The remains have been
  identified as Suzy Lopez of Tampa, Florida. 




“ ‘

  
We
  have reason to believe Suzy is one of the nineteen victims of the
  alleged serial killer Fredrick Richardson. The sheriff’s office
  expresses deep regret over the recent tragic events. Every life
  lost
  was in vain, but this incident resonates personally. Suzy Lopez
  is
  the daughter of our colleagues, Detective Jesus Lopez and Senior
  Officer Carlita Lopez. On behalf of Chief Xander Marshall and the
  Hillsborough Sheriff’s Office, I extend our heartfelt condolences
  to Suzy Lopez’s family and friends. You are in our thoughts and
  prayers. We are currently unable to address any inquiries. Thank
  you.’



“

  
Captain
  Anderson has confirmed that another child from the Bay Area has
  been
  identified among the victims of the Fredrick Richardson murders.
  The
  police will continue their search for the remaining six
  individuals
  who are believed to have been killed by ‘The Reaper.’ 




“

  
Local
  attorney and former Navy SEAL Brian Ross is representing Mr.
  Richardson. Bay News 9 reached out to Mr. Ross for comment, but
  he
  has not responded. If you have any information about the
  locations of
  the six missing children, please contact your local authorities.
  We
  will provide updates as they become available. I’m Elsbeth
  Kinkaid.
  Thank you for watching Bay News 9.”




  
Brian
  stared at the ground for a few minutes before surveying the room.
  Everyone in the waiting room, including the staff, was staring at
  him. Nothing was said, likely because of Brian’s veteran status,
  but the looks were enough to make him more anxious than
  usual.



“

  
Mr. . . .
  Ross. Brian Ross,” a hospital staff member named Victoria
  said.



“

  
Here!”
  Brian shouted as he stood up. “I’m here.” Never before had
  Brian felt so eager to start therapy as he did today. “You have
  no
  idea how pleased I am to see you! Your timing couldn’t be
  better,”
  he said with enthusiasm.



“

  
Don’t
  worry, Mr. Ross. I didn’t watch the disturbing news report about
  Suzy Lopez, so I won’t mention anything to you about it,”
  Victoria replied.



“

  
Your
  professionalism is admirable.”



“

  
As
  is yours, Mr. Ross,” Victoria said. “Please follow me, sir.”
  Brian followed Victoria to her office, where she took his vitals
  and
  recorded them.



“

  
Thank
  you, Mr. Ross,” Victoria said. “I will inform Dr. Thompson of
  your presence.”



“

  
We’ve
  talked about this before,” Brian said. “How come you never ask me
  if I want to hurt anyone?”



“

  
Aside
  from your client, Mr. Ross, have you thought about, planned, or
  attempted to harm anyone?”



“

  
Oh,
  you are good,” Brian said.



“

  
I
  know,” she said, staring at him until he responded.



“

  
No.
  Not at this time. Not even him.”



“

  
That’s
  too bad,” Victoria said. “I will get Dr. Thompson. Please wait
  here.”




  
A
  few moments later, Dr. Thompson entered the room. “How are you
  today, Mr. Ross?” 




“

  
How
  much time do you have, Doc?” Brian replied.



“

  
You
  can take as long as you need, as long as it’s within the next
  sixty
  minutes.”



“

  
Everyone
  wants to help so long as it stays within their limitations,”
  Brian
  said.




  
Dr.
  Thompson smiled. “Please take a seat, Mr. Ross. How are you
  feeling
  today?”



“

  
Stressed.”



“

  
Are
  you feeling anxious right now?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
Have
  you seen the news?” Brian snapped.



“

  
On
  a scale from one to ten?”



“

  
Eight,”
  Brian said.



“

  
Where
  do you feel it?” she asked.



“

  
In
  my chest. It’s tight.”



“

  
Are
  you ready for today’s session?”



“

  
I
  guess we’ll find out, won’t we?” Brian said.



“

  
In
  our last session, we briefly talked about the trial, becoming a
  parent, and Mr. Richardson,” Dr. Thompson said. “Have you
  experienced any lingering thoughts or discomfort about these
  subjects
  since we last met?”



“

  
I
  haven’t had time to think about it,” Brian said. “Work has been
  so overwhelming that I haven’t been able to focus on anything
  else.”



“

  
No
  bad dreams? No flashbacks?”



“

  
No,
  nothing,” Brian said. “Just work. This case has completely
  consumed me.”



“

  
You’ve
  mentioned you usually have two to three nightmares a week and at
  least one flashback. Why do you think that hasn’t happened since
  our last session?”



“

  
I
  don’t know,” Brian said. “I’ve been preoccupied with this
  case lately. I haven’t had any dreams about my PTSD. None at
  all.”
  Brian paused and thought for a moment. “However, I have had a
  recurring dream that doesn’t make sense to me. It is the night of
  Fredrick’s arrest, May 21st, and I am in the BAB’S Secret Lounge.
  I see a woman’s feet as she walks. The first dream I had was just
  of her feet. Subsequent dreams have revealed her legs and thighs.
  I
  never see her face. I’ve had that dream several times since then.
  I
  don’t know what to make of it.”



“

  
Is
  it Carolyn walking?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
It’s
  not. Carolyn is in my arms, laughing. So, she isn’t the subject
  of
  the dream. Another weird thing is that the girl is walking
  backward,
  away from me. She starts next to Detective Smith and walks
  backward
  away from us. It’s almost as if it were a video being played in
  reverse. It makes no sense.”



“

  
Does
  this dream cause you stress or anxiety?” Dr. Thompson
  asked.



“

  
Only
  in the sense that I can’t figure out what it means. It’s
  annoying.”




“

  
Let’s
  revisit your PTSD dreams. Do you think not having them is simply
  because you’re busy, or could it be something else?” she
  asked.



“

  
I’m
  not certain,” Brian said. “I’ve just been fully engaged in this
  case.”



“

  
Do
  you think it’s only due to your busyness, or could there be
  another
  explanation?” she probed.



“

  
I
  don’t think it’s merely about being busy; I’ve experienced busy
  times before.”



“

  
What
  makes this period different?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
I’m
  invested. I truly care about this case.”



“

  
Perhaps
  it relates to the challenge or competition you mentioned last
  session. Tackling challenges requires presence and prevents you
  from
  lingering in the past. It takes focus and dedication. The same
  goes
  for competition. How does that make you feel?”



“

  
It
  feels fantastic,” Brian said. “I feel exhausted and stressed, but
  analyzing the law and crafting a legal strategy for my client is
  incredibly fulfilling. I don’t think I’ve experienced this since
  law school. I feel awake. I feel alive. I feel like what I’m
  doing
  matters.”



“

  
Your
  actions hold significance, Mr. Ross. They always have. What made
  you
  reassess your self-worth?”



“

  
I
  believe it’s due to my client, Fredrick. He annoys and frustrates
  me each day, yet he also compels me to evolve. He tests my limits
  and
  inspires me to think in ways I haven’t for quite some time. In
  certain respects, I feel he drives me to improve and become my
  best
  self. Previously, a lack of challenges left me feeling bored and
  consumed by self-pity. Now that I face challenges, I focus on the
  present and plan for the future. Frankly, it excites me.”



“

  
How
  is that?” she asked.



“

  
Without
  going into detail, the evidence in his case is substantial,
  making a
  defensive victory nearly unattainable. Nevertheless, he has urged
  me
  to analyze the law creatively and to uphold it as it exists. At
  first
  glance, one might assume he seeks a death sentence, but trust me,
  Doc, he has no desire to be imprisoned or face execution. That’s
  what caught my attention. He challenged me to comprehend the law
  and
  encouraged me to enforce it, which piqued my interest.”



“

  
What
  about that piqued your interest?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
It’s
  almost as if he understands the law better than I do, and I find
  it
  unsettling when someone has more knowledge than I do. I want to
  excel; I must excel. So, I’ve been obsessively reading and
  studying
  our laws, formulating strategies, and striving to grasp every
  aspect
  of the law. I have accepted Fredrick’s challenge.”



“

  
Have
  you managed to solve his challenge yet?” she asked.



“

  
Not
  yet, but I’m working on it,” Brian said. “It motivates me and
  gives me purpose at work.”



“

  
A
  purpose? Maybe having one has helped clear some of your fog. Do
  you
  think you have a purpose, Mr. Ross?”



“

  
I’ve
  always believed I had a purpose related to my wife and unborn
  daughter. However, throughout my career, I’ve often felt lost. I
  attended law school and am a licensed attorney, but I’ve often
  felt
  unfulfilled. I’ve felt like a failure. The law became mundane.
  However, Fredrick’s case has revived a part of me I thought was
  gone. I feel energized and alive, even if it’s filled with anger,
  stress, and frustration. But I feel alive nonetheless.”



“

  
Why
  do you feel angry?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
I’m
  not happy about the accusations against my client. It sickens me
  to
  defend such wickedness, and that makes me angry.”



“

  
Last
  session, you said this was not a problem for you. What has
  changed?”



“

  
You’re
  right,” Brian said. “The allegations don’t bother me. What
  hurts is that people I know, love, and trust question my
  character.
  It’s painful, and I dislike it.”



“

  
Does
  Fredrick make you angry?”



“

  
Yes,”
  he admitted.



“

  
You’ve
  had many clients before, and none have affected you like this.
  What
  makes Fredrick different?”



“

  
Having
  him as a client drives me to become a better lawyer and
  litigator.
  But it’s more than that. He’s gotten under my skin. I can’t
  quite articulate it. He’s . . . he’s . . .”



“

  
He’s
  challenged your ego with his sadistic narcissism, prompting an
  intellectual confrontation. He’s tapped into your warrior spirit,
  presenting himself as both a rival and a threat. Now, you must
  engage. As a result, your inner warrior is stirred,” Dr. Thompson
  noted.



“

  
Exactly!
  That’s a powerful metaphor. Maybe that’s it.”



“

  
Many
  serial killers think they are smarter than everyone else,” Dr.
  Thompson said. “In most cases, they are not. But in this case, I
  believe Mr. Richardson may be. Perhaps not when you are in the
  room,
  as you may be his peer. But for everyone else, when he speaks,
  he’s
  already analyzed what he will say, the response, and his retort
  to
  it. I’m unsure of the game he’s playing, but I suspect Mr.
  Richardson is several steps ahead of everyone—possibly even you,
  Mr. Ross. Caution is suggested.”



“

  
I
  don’t feel threatened by Mr. Richardson,” Brian said. “While I
  agree he is ahead of me, it’s not due to superior intelligence. I
  lack enough pieces of the puzzle to grasp the complete picture.
  But
  soon, I will see it, and then we will be on equal
  footing.”



“

  
Make
  no mistake, Mr. Ross. Your client is an exceptionally dangerous
  and
  disturbed individual. He unquestionably represents both a
  physical
  and intellectual threat to you. Be very careful about how deeply
  you
  allow him into your mind.”



“

  
I
  have already learned that lesson from him,” Brian said. “He has
  caught me off guard too many times. My defenses have been up for
  a
  while now. I am prepared.”



“

  
You
  may be his lawyer, but let’s be clear, Brian: he views you as an
  enemy, not a peer,” Dr. Thompson said.



“

  
I
  don’t disagree,” Brian replied.



“

  
How
  are you coping with all the publicity and media
  attention?”



“

  
Even
  after months, I still feel unprepared to handle it. I try my best
  to
  keep out of their sight,” Brian admitted.



“

  
Everyone
  will have an opinion; many of them differing. But ultimately,
  they
  are just opinions. You have your job to focus on, and if people
  disapprove, so what?”



“

  
People
  are very upset about this case, and since I’m defending him, they
  see me as a collaborator.”



“

  
That’s
  not about you. People are angry at what Fredrick is accused of,
  not
  that you represent him legally,” she clarified.



“

  
Easy
  for you to say.”



“

  
If
  Fredrick had been arrested for petty shoplifting, would anyone be
  furious about you representing him?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
No,”
  Brian replied.



“

  
But
  they are upset that you’re defending him for murder?” she
  pressed.



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
The
  representation didn’t change in my metaphor. Only the charges
  changed.”




  
Brian
  nodded in agreement. “It’s unfortunate that the average citizen
  is unaware of this!”



“

  
How
  do you know when people are upset with you?” she asked.



“

  
Well,
  people tend to yell at me a lot.”



“

  
When
  individuals raise their voices at you, they are expressing their
  frustration with Fredrick. Since they can’t confront him
  directly,
  you become the outlet for their anger.”



“

  
Perhaps
  you should mention this to them.” He chuckled.



“

  
Is
  there anything else you’d like to discuss about your client?” Dr.
  Thompson asked. “We have about thirty minutes left, and I’d like
  to talk about your PTSD briefly.”



“

  
No,
  not right now,” Brian said.



“

  
All
  right then. Let’s pick up from where we left off last time. You
  had
  just started law school. Can you share some details about that?”
  Dr. Thompson prompted.



“

  
There’s
  not much to say. It was just law school. The courses were quite
  easy
  for me. I grasped the intricacies of law naturally, and it was
  never
  really a challenge. The most challenging aspect was debate, which
  I
  excelled at. I think I only lost one debate throughout my three
  years
  at Harvard.”



“

  
How
  many debates did you compete in?” she asked curiously.



“

  
Many.
  A great many,” Brian said.



“

  
And
  you only lost one?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
Yep.
  And you’ll never believe who I lost to.”



“

  
I’ll
  bite. Who did you lose to?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
It
  was my second year of law school, and I lost to Carolyn, of all
  people. She was assigned to be my opponent. That’s actually how
  we
  met. I didn’t see her as much of a threat, so I went out drinking
  the night before. Let’s say she wiped the floor with me.”



“

  
I
  can’t imagine that was a good first impression for her,” Dr.
  Thompson said. 





“

  
It
  was not. After the debate, she let me have it. She had studied
  and
  practiced for days, and I showed up hungover, without a second
  thought. She was offended that I thought so little of her
  intellectual acumen. She challenged me to be the best I could be
  and
  said that if I couldn’t, I was a waste of ‘God-given talent.’
  Then, she asked me for a rematch on the same debate the following
  week. Still somewhat hungover, I agreed to her request under one
  condition. If I won, she’d have to go on a date with me.”



“

  
What
  would she have won?” she asked.



“

  
She
  said I didn’t respect the law and wanted me to change majors if I
  lost. I told her to pick me up at seven in front of the dorm. I
  asked
  her to wear a short miniskirt and a low-cut blouse. She was so
  angry
  with me that she agreed to the conditions.”



“

  
How
  did that turn out?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
I
  studied and prepared.”




“

  
And?”
  she asked.



“

  
The
  debate began equally, and both Carolyn and I presented compelling
  arguments. Over time, I observed that she focused on the case
  details
  and facts, while I focused more on the legal aspects. The facts
  didn’t interest me; I was solely focused on what I could argue
  from
  a legal standpoint.” Brian took a moment to think about
  Fredrick.



“

  
Are
  you okay?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
Yes,
  it’s nothing. As we proceeded, some members of her team began to
  argue on her behalf. Thirty minutes later, I found myself as the
  sole
  member of my team against the whole debate class. Even Professor
  Kozinski chimed in with some counterarguments against me. After
  four
  hours, I was declared the victor. That’s when the school took
  notice and began to fast-track my education. I graduated a year
  early
  and was the valedictorian of my class, earning summa cum laude
  honors.”



“

  
And
  what about Carolyn?” she asked.




  
Brian
  smiled. “She picked me up at seven; the rest is history.”



“

  
Did
  she wear what you requested?”



“

  
A
  gentleman never tells,” Brian quipped.




  
Dr.
  Thompson smiled. “What happened after graduation?”



“

  
Carolyn
  had another school year, so I needed to stay until she graduated.
  I
  received multiple job offers from reputable law firms, but most
  were
  from out-of-state locations. I preferred to remain local, so I
  interviewed in Miami, Orlando, and Tampa. I received offers from
  each
  interview. I was looking for something less demanding, so I
  decided
  to work at the Tampa public defender’s office until Carolyn
  graduated. I thought, 


  

    
How
    difficult could this be?
  


  
”



“

  
Did
  you find the work challenging?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
Not
  really. I found it tedious and monotonous.”



“

  
Why
  didn’t you seek something more stimulating?” she asked.



“

  
At
  that time, my priority was time. I wanted to spend as much time
  as
  possible with Carolyn. I helped her study for school and prepare
  for
  her exams. I watched her graduate with honors. Then I assisted
  her in
  studying for the bar, which she passed effortlessly.”



“

  
You
  sacrificed your career opportunities to assist Carolyn.”



“

  
I
  wouldn’t say I sacrificed them. I just postponed them. They are
  still within reach,” Brian clarified.



“

  
You’ve
  been with the public defender’s office for five years. Two of
  those
  years were spent helping Carolyn. How do you explain the last
  three?”



“

  
I
  suppose I got accustomed to working there,” Brian said. “Maybe I
  became stuck. I’m not sure.”



“

  
Stuck?”
  she asked.



“

  
How
  would you describe it?”



“

  
You
  were placated.”




“

  
That
  could be accurate,” Brian said.



“

  
Let’s
  examine this closely,” Dr. Thompson said. “First, as a SEAL, you
  faced extraordinary challenges and succeeded. Second, before
  Carolyn
  entered your life, you felt unfulfilled despite attending one of
  the
  world’s elite colleges. You turned to drinking and didn’t meet
  any expectations in your life. Then, you met Carolyn, who pushed
  you
  to rise above by challenging you. You reacted by ridiculing the
  entire debate class, including the professor. Third, you put your
  professional success on hold to support Carolyn. While helping
  her
  achieve her aspirations, you were valuable. However, once she
  reached
  those goals, you became redundant in her professional life.
  Consequently, you found work and life boring, lacking mental and
  intellectual stimulation. Fourth, when Fredrick challenged you,
  you
  awoke and began unlocking your professional potential. Do you
  want me
  to continue, or do you recognize a theme here?” 




“

  
You’re
  saying I require a level of challenge and stimulation that I
  haven’t
  encountered outside the examples you’ve shared,” Brian said.
  “When I’m not engaged or challenged, I wallow in self-pity. But
  when I am challenged, I thrive and surpass expectations. Is that
  what
  you mean?” 




“

  
Exactly.
  But there’s more. Earlier, you spoke about purpose. You’re onto
  something significant. With Fredrick, you suddenly find a sense
  of
  purpose. That purpose fuels your determination, leading you to
  engage
  in activities you haven’t pursued in years—reading, studying,
  conducting research, thinking innovatively, and striving to be
  the
  best lawyer you can be. This passion also spills over into your
  personal life, where you are dedicated to being the best husband
  and
  father you can be. Are these your purposes? What do you think
  your
  purpose is, Brian?” 




“

  
At
  this moment, it’s to avoid being embarrassed again by this
  case.”




“

  
I
  will not let you redirect, Brian,” Dr. Thompson said. “What is
  your life’s purpose? Not this case, but your entire life?”



“

  
I’m
  not sure,” Brian said.



“

  
I
  believe you do know,” Dr. Thompson said. “You might not be able
  to express it right now, but deep down, you understand. I urge
  you to
  reflect on it. Challenge yourself to uncover the words and the
  significance of your life’s purpose. Consider the examples we
  discussed today. Reflect on your past and identify instances that
  either support or resonate with what we discussed. I think you
  might
  notice some similarities.”



“

  
When
  faced with challenges, I thrive; when I’m not, I
  struggle.”



“

  
You
  said it, not me,” Dr. Thompson said.



“

  
I
  will reflect on this.”



“

  
Also,
  Brian, I advise against seeking advice from Fredrick,” Dr.
  Thompson
  said. “Although he might be an intellectual equal, I doubt he
  truly
  has your best interests in mind.”



“

  
Understood,”
  Brian said.



“

  
We
  have five minutes remaining. Is there anything else you’d like to
  talk about? Do you have something on your mind?”



“

  
I
  do have an ethical dilemma I’d like to discuss,” Brian
  said.



“

  
What’s
  your question?”




“

  
What
  does it mean when you’re engaged in actions that contradict your
  ethics and morals, yet you believe those actions serve a greater
  good?”



“

  
Are
  you doubting whether defending a man whom the public views as
  guilty
  of murdering children—to uphold something you cherish, the
  law—contradicts your ethical and moral beliefs since you think he
  is guilty?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
I
  didn’t say Fredrick was guilty,” Brian said. “That’s not my
  point. But yes, if I choose one path, I will have to betray the
  other. How do I decide?”



“

  
Well,
  there’s no simple solution. But consider this: Will you regret
  more
  not doing your job to the best of your ability, aware that you
  could
  have, leading to your client being found guilty and subsequently
  sentenced to death and executed? Or will your regret be greater
  if
  you do your job to the best of your ability and, against the
  odds,
  manage to secure a legal acquittal for your client, resulting in
  his
  freedom?”



“

  
I
  fear what might happen to me if I don’t give my all,” Brian said.
  “I also worry about what Fredrick might do if he is
  released.”



“

  
That
  is a conundrum. Brian, you are not responsible for your client’s
  actions after their release. You cannot control their behavior or
  make decisions on their behalf. They will make their own choices,
  and
  those choices are not your responsibility. Your obligation ends
  at
  the courtroom doors, and as much as it pains me to admit, that
  includes Fredrick.”




  
Brian
  sat in silence for a moment, reflecting on Dr. Thompson’s words.
  “I’ve shared similar thoughts with others.”



“

  
Brian,
  your only option is to excel at whatever you choose to pursue,”
  Dr.
  Thompson said. “Everything else is beyond your influence. You can
  manage your actions, not those of anyone else. It is up to you to
  determine whether you will be the best or worst legal
  representation
  for your clients. Who your clients are should not factor into
  this
  decision.”



“

  
That’s
  simple for you to say,” Brian said.



“

  
How
  could you!” Dr. Thompson said. “Do you believe I enjoy every
  client I meet? I’m required to have discussions with pedophiles
  and
  listen to them discuss how attractive they find small children
  and
  their twisted fantasies about said children. Conversely, I hear
  children recount stories of how Uncle Timmy touched them,
  detailing
  their experiences, while I watch them cry and struggle during
  therapy. 




“

  
I
  listen to individuals mourning the loss of their children or
  spouses,
  unable to move forward. I encounter clients who hold racist,
  sexist,
  misogynistic, homophobic, anti-Semitic views, and much more. You
  can’t imagine the range of my client list. 




“

  
However,
  let me share this, Brian: I have never refused a client based on
  who
  they are. I have always maintained professionalism regardless of
  their beliefs or identities. I treat every client with the utmost
  respect and strive to provide the best therapy possible. That is
  a
  commitment I have made to my profession, my clients, and
  myself.”




“

  
I
  didn’t intend to offend you,” Brian said.



“

  
You
  did, Mr. Ross!” Dr. Thompson yelled. “You did. It’s time to
  make a choice! Be the best lawyer possible, or think about
  pursuing a
  different career. Either way, stop being a pussy!”




  
Brian
  waited patiently for Dr. Thompson to reply as she stared into the
  distance, lost in thought, not blinking. After a moment, he
  gently
  tried to get her attention: “Dr. Thompson? Hey, Dr. Thompson! Are
  you okay? Can you hear me?”




  
Dr.
  Thompson emerged from her reverie. “I apologize, Brian. I was
  contemplating my response. We both encounter our fair share of
  troubled individuals, whether it’s substance abuse, physical
  abuse,
  or criminal behavior. Yet, I have never provided anything less
  than
  my best to a client, regardless of my personal feelings toward
  them.
  It’s crucial to differentiate your emotions and beliefs from your
  professional duties. First, prioritize your professional
  identity,
  then focus on your clients. That’s my advice.” 





  
As
  she glanced at the wall clock, Dr. Thompson realized the session
  had
  ended. “Our next session is set for 7:00 a.m. on September 30th,
  2026. Will you be there?”



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am,” Brian said.




  
As
  he left the office, Dr. Thompson added, “And Brian, you’re doing
  wonderfully. It’s nice to see you regaining your true
  self.”
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Brian
arrived at the office at 5:00 a.m. Although it was much earlier
than
usual, Kendall and Jake were already waiting for him in the
hallway.
Cynthia and Ivan had not yet shown up. Brian, Kendall, and Jake
headed into his office while waiting for the others. He took a seat
at his desk, started crafting a plan for the day, and organized his
thoughts. Meanwhile, Kendall browsed Pinterest on her phone, and
Jake
searched eBay for Minnesota Vikings football cards. A few minutes
later, Cynthia walked in wearing a bathrobe and slippers, her hair
in
rollers, and a purplish cream on her face.
  



“

  
Nice
  look, Grandma,” Jake quipped.



“

  
Shut
  it!” Cynthia shot back, prompting a laugh from Kendall.




  
Brian
  looked up. “Cynthia, what on earth are you wearing?”



“

  
What
  does it look like?” she retorted.



“

  
That
  isn’t exactly appropriate for work,” Brian responded.



“

  
Look,
  if you want me here at the butt-ass crack of dawn, you are
  getting me
  in what I wear at the butt-ass crack of dawn,” Cynthia
  said.



“

  
You
  look—”




  
Cynthia
  interrupted Brian. “Watch it, mister! This is what you can look
  forward to with Carolyn. Better get used to it!”




  
Brian
  shook his head and returned to his notes.



“

  
What
  mask are you wearing?” Kendall asked.




  
Cynthia
  smiled. “It’s a blueberry, yogurt, and honey mask.”



“

  
When
  you’re finished with it, can it also serve as a topping for a
  breakfast bagel?” Jake asked.



“

  
You
  be quiet, you!” Cynthia said.




  
Ivan
  entered, announcing, “I bring cupcakes. Two dozen fresh
  cupcakes.”




  
Kendall
  leaped at the first box. “Thank you, Ivan! I love you!”



“

  
I
  know, it not just cupcakes make you love me.”



“

  
Ivan,
  cupcakes, and tacos—that’s how you win over an American woman’s
  heart,” Jake said.




  
Devouring
  a raspberry red cupcake, Kendall said, “He’s not wrong. You can
  add donuts to that list!”




  
Ivan
  turned to Cynthia. “Who are you?”



“

  
It’s
  me, Cynthia.”



“

  
I
  think you, Frankenstein bride,” Ivan said.



“

  
Oh,
  you can be quiet too, mister!” Cynthia snapped as she grabbed a
  chocolate and salted caramel cupcake, sat down, and began to eat
  it.



“

  
Boss,
  you eating cupcake?” Ivan asked, holding an open box for him to
  choose from.



“

  
No,
  I’m sure I’ll have plenty when I visit Fredrick.”



“

  
No
  problem, Boss,” Ivan said. “I make side box for visit.”




  
Brian
  took a map out and attached it to a whiteboard. “Team, first, I
  want to express my gratitude to Ivan and Kendall for gathering
  all
  the case files from numerous police departments statewide.
  Additionally, with help from some of our junior associates, Jake
  meticulously cross-referenced the list provided by Fredrick with
  the
  information we gathered from the police departments. We
  identified
  case files for all nineteen victims on that list.




  
The
  nineteen victims in the Bay Area are children between the ages of
  four and eleven, comprising both boys and girls across various
  ethnic
  backgrounds. Initially, we believed Fredrick was a pedophile, a
  rapist, and a murderer. While he is indeed all those things, the
  diversity of his victims is broader than we initially
  realized.



“

  
In
  zone two, the nineteen victims were all adults between eighteen
  and
  eighty-one. Their demographic data shows no changes in race or
  gender. He indiscriminately kills. Male, female, black, white,
  young,
  or old—there is no preference.



“

  
The
  green dots represent the nineteen victims from the greater Tampa
  Bay
  area. As we move east, there is another cluster of nineteen
  victims
  northwest of Orlando. They are marked with blue dots. We are
  still
  unaware of the locations of their remains, but I plan to ask
  Fredrick
  about it today when I meet him. Maybe the cupcakes he requested
  will
  incentivize him to provide that information. 




“

  
I
  will also inquire if there are more than the thirty-eight victims
  we
  currently know about. Here is a list of the remaining unsolved
  murders across the state; I suspect some could be linked to
  Fredrick’s activities.” Pointing at the map, Brian said, “I
  predict there will be nineteen more victims northwest of
  Titusville
  and another nineteen northeast of Zephyrhills.” 




“

  
What
  makes you think that?” Kendall asked.



“

  
I
  think Fredrick kills in clusters of nineteen,” Brian said. “Why,
  I do not know. We know he has them spaced out across the state,
  so I
  am guessing the areas will be these zones or nearby. Currently,
  we
  need to refine our defensive strategy. We have eight days until
  our
  next court date. Over this time, we need to prepare our case and
  prepare our witnesses. We also need to be on standby for any
  tasks
  that Fredrick assigns to us. I believe anything we get from him
  will
  come in the form of a puzzle or game. We will stop what we are
  doing
  and solve his riddles, as they are a priority. Hopefully, by
  lunchtime, we will be working on the next treasure hunt.”



“

  
What
  can I do?” Kendall asked.



“

  
I
  need you to strategize against the prosecution’s arguments,”
  Brian said. “We now understand her arguments. Let’s find a legal
  way to counter them. Ivan, I need you to identify flaws in the
  witness’s testimony. Analyze what they said and how they said it,
  and break it down into its components. Jake, I need you to
  prepare
  for a treasure hunt. I suggest changing out of a suit and
  bringing a
  set of clothes. Expect to get wet and muddy at the very least.
  You
  will likely need a shovel and a flashlight. Cynthia, I need you
  to
  continue coordinating with our witnesses and arrange a time for
  our
  team to prepare them.”



“

  
We
  make plan,” Ivan said. “Now I eat cupcake.”



“

  
I
  am heading to the prison to meet with our client,” Brian said.
  “Keep your phones on. I will call if I learn anything actionable.
  Let’s get to work!”



 






 






 






  

    
Brian
left the office and drove to the prison. During the drive, he
argued
and presented potential counterarguments with Fredrick in
preparation
for the meeting. Fredrick’s unpredictability and high intelligence
made it difficult for Brian to prepare. Even though Brian felt he
was
as intelligent as Fredrick, preparing for endless possibilities was
mentally exhausting.
  




  
Once
  he arrived, Brian set the cupcakes out on the table. Brian
  admired
  the premium cupcakes Ivan had purchased from Sugardarlings
  Cupcakes
  on State Road 54 in Lutz. This little shop offered more than
  seventy-six flavors of the moistest, freshest cupcakes known to
  man.
  Brian could not wait to devour three or eight of them.




  
Fredrick
  was guided into the room and fastened to the table. The cupcakes
  instantly captured his gaze. “Good morning, Counselor. Your word
  is
  good. Those cupcakes look scrumptious. I would love to have one,
  but
  my hands are literally tied,” he remarked.




  
Brian
  grinned at the restraints. “They are for your protection,
  Fredrick.
  But don’t worry, I’ll help you enjoy the cupcakes.” He opened
  the clear plastic container and asked which cupcake Fredrick
  would
  prefer first.




  
Disregarding
  Brian’s safety comment, Fredrick scanned the cupcakes for the
  ideal
  choice. “They all appear so tempting! I cannot decide. You pick
  for
  me,” he said enthusiastically.




  
Brian
  randomly chose a cupcake, took it out of the container, peeled
  back
  the paper liner, and held it up for Fredrick to take a bite.
  Fredrick
  savored it. “Mm. This is amazing!” As Brian started to set the
  cupcake down, Fredrick insisted, “What are you doing? Give me
  another bite!”




  
Brian
  picked another cupcake, peeled the liner off, and popped the
  whole
  thing into his mouth. Fredrick chuckled. “Now that is how you eat
  a
  cupcake!”




  
After
  finishing his cupcake, Brian asked the guards if they wanted one.
  Two
  of the four accepted and chose a cupcake.




  
Fredrick,
  displeased, expressed his anger. “Counselor, why the fuck are you
  feeding my cupcakes to these monkeys?”



“

  
I
  brought them, so they are mine,” Brian said. “You can only have
  them if I allow you to, and I will only allow you to if you tell
  me
  what I want to know,” he explained.




  
Fredrick,
  initially taken aback, displayed signs of aggression but
  reconsidered
  as he noticed the eight remaining cupcakes. To everyone’s
  surprise,
  he offered a truce. “Tell the guards to leave,” he
  demanded.




  
Brian
  politely asked the guards to exit the room, and they complied.
  Looking at Fredrick, Brian chose another cupcake, and Brian
  consumed
  it as Fredrick watched in horror.



“

  
Stop!”
  Fredrick yelled. “Those are my cupcakes!”



“

  
They
  are soooo good,” Brian said. “I can’t believe how delicious
  they are.”



“

  
What
  do you want, Counselor?”



“

  
How
  many other victims are there?” Brian asked.



“

  
Why?”
  Fredrick asked. “Why is the number of victims important?”



“

  
To
  begin with, I want their remains to be discovered, allowing their
  families to have closure finally.”




  
Fredrick
  leaned in and whispered, “What is something always there but
  never
  seen?”



“

  
Oxygen?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
No.”



“

  
How
  about love?” Brian suggested.



“

  
Fuck
  no!” Fredrick shouted.



“

  
I’ll
  get back to you on that.”



“

  
Is
  there anything else, Counselor?” Fredrick asked.




  
Taking
  a chance, Brian asked his next question. “I want to know the
  names
  of all the victims in eastern Florida.”




  
Intrigued
  and somewhat impressed that Brian was beginning to connect the
  dots,
  Fredrick answered, “Very well, Counselor: 28.673892, -81.587078.
  Now, if you would, a cupcake,” Fredrick insisted. “That one, the
  chocolate one.”




  
Brian
  fed Fredrick the chocolate cupcake. “Is this yet another list of
  names?”



“

  
Treasure,”
  Fredrick answered.



“

  
I
  don’t like scurrying around searching for things like we’re on a
  treasure hunt,” Brian said.



“

  
Look
  to the past to understand the future. Hurry up! Time’s
  a-ticking.”



“

  
How
  deep does this treasure hunt go?” Brian asked.



“

  
If
  you cut me in half, you will find nothing,” Fredrick said. “If
  you lie me on my side, you have everything.”



“

  
More
  games? All right. Let’s discuss the trial,” Brian said.



“

  
Are
  you talking about the ‘Ms. Schlitz is kicking your ass’ show?”
  Fredrick asked.



“

  
You
  could lend a hand. Use that big brain of yours; you might even
  save
  yourself from the electric chair.”



“

  
We
  have already gone over this,” Fredrick said. “Doing your job
  isn’t my responsibility.”



“

  
It’s
  your neck on the line,” Brian insisted.



“

  
Perhaps
  you have forgotten our roles,” Fredrick said. “I am the client.
  Hi, nice to meet you. You are the lawyer. Hi, do your
  job!”



“

  
One
  would think you’d want to be more helpful to the person trying to
  save your neck.”



“

  
Where
  do you need assistance?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
The
  evidence is overwhelming,” Brian said. “I can’t think of any
  way to challenge or refute it. It’s extremely damning.”




  
Fredrick
  requested a cupcake. Brian fed him one. As Fredrick ate the
  cupcake,
  he muttered, “You already know the answer. You have known it all
  along.”



“

  
Then
  remind me.”




  
Fredrick
  let his guard slip. “Do not let the evidence win. Win against the
  law.”



“

  
Win
  against the law—what?” Brian asked, lost in thought.



“

  
Damn
  it,” Fredrick said. “That one was way too easy. Cupcake! That
  one, the purple one!”




  
Brian
  and Fredrick discussed how to manipulate the law to their
  advantage.
  One by one, Fredrick devoured all the remaining cupcakes and
  concluded he needed a nap. “Happy hunting, Counselor. Guards!
  Take
  me home!” 





  
After
  Fredrick departed, Brian sent a text to Ivan:




  

    
Ivan,
    these are the coordinates Fredrick gave me. They are longitude
    and
    latitude. Once you locate the coordinates on a map, have Jake
    retrieve the item and bring it back to the office. I will be
    there in
    a few hours. Thanks, Brian.
  



 







  

    
Boss.
    Coordinate middle of swamp. We make an airboat ride. Ivan.
  



 







  

    
Send
    Jake alone. I need you to work on the strategy.
  



 







  

    
I
    make work already for strategy. Now I make airboat ride.
  



 







  

    
Ivan.
    Do not leave the office.
  



 







  

    
Boss,
    you listen me? Must be signal lost.
  



 






“

  
It’s
  a fucking text, Ivan! There’s no goddamned signal loss,” Brian
  said. He called Kendall. “Kendall, have your brother call me as
  soon as possible. I need to speak with him urgently. I have a
  time-sensitive favor to ask.”



“

  
Where
  are Ivan and Jake?” Kendall asked.



“

  
That’s
  why I need to get in touch with your brother,” Brian said.
  “Although I instructed them not to go out together, they ended up
  joining forces. I need someone else ready to look for the next
  puzzle
  piece.”



“

  
I
  will have him call you,” Kendall said. “Stand by.”




  
Kendall’s
  brother Jacob called Brian five minutes later. “Hey, Brian.
  Kendall
  mentioned you might need a favor. What can I help you with?”
  Jacob
  asked.



“

  
Are
  you busy?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  have some free time,” Jacob said. “What’s going on?”



“

  
In
  about thirty minutes, I will send you a geological location. I
  need
  you to discreetly go there and dig until you uncover whatever is
  buried. You must keep what you find and where you find it
  confidential.”



“

  
Wow.
  Like a treasure hunt? This sounds amazing! Count me in,” Jacob
  exclaimed excitedly.



“

  
The
  location might be as far east as New Smyrna Beach, so make sure
  your
  tank is full, have some cash on hand, and be ready to leave as
  soon
  as I send you the details. Can you handle that?”



“

  
You
  got it,” Jacob replied.



“

  
Great.
  I’ll reimburse you for your gas and time. Thanks, Jacob.”



“

  
What
  should I do once I find whatever it is?” Jacob asked.



“

  
Call
  me, send pictures of the items, then drive straight to my office
  with
  them,” Brian said.



“

  
Easy
  enough,” Jacob said.




  
After
  hanging up, Brian called Carolyn to check in. “Hey, love, how are
  you? How are you feeling today?”



“

  
Oh,
  hey, darling. I’m good. I can’t complain.”



“

  
Have
  you talked to Ivan recently?” Brian asked.



“

  
No.
  Why do you ask?” she asked.



“

  
No
  reason. What would you like for dinner tonight?”



“

  
I’m
  not sure,” Carolyn said. “What is that clicking noise I keep
  hearing?”



“

  
Oh,
  that’s Kendall calling me. I’ll call her back,” Brian said.
  “Should I pick something up for dinner on my way home, or would
  you
  prefer I cook? What are you in the mood for?”



“

  
I
  could go for some Chinese food. Crab Rangoon sounds amazing, and
  some
  chicken and broccoli with white rice would be great.”



“

  
Looks
  like I’m getting takeout on the way home. What time do you want
  to
  eat dinner?”



“

  
Seven
  sounds good,” she replied.



“

  
All
  right, seven it is. I need to go, love. Ivan is calling me. I’ll
  see you then. Love you.”



“

  
Bye,
  honey. See you later.”




  
Before
  Brian could answer Ivan’s call, it ended. He tried calling
  Kendall,
  but she didn’t answer either. He called Ivan back but couldn’t
  get through; then he tried to reach Jake, without success.
  Finally,
  Ivan called Brian back. “Boss, Boss. Big news,” Ivan exclaimed
  excitedly.



“

  
Calm
  down, Ivan,” Brian said. “What’s going on?”



“

  
I
  have good news and bad news. Which do you want first,
  Boss?”



“

  
Give
  me the good news, Ivan.”



“

  
Kendall,
  now make baby.”



“

  
What?
  That’s fantastic!” Brian said. “No, hold on, that isn’t very
  good. She will be unavailable for weeks. Damn it. We are now down
  one
  team member. All right, we’ll figure it out. What’s the bad
  news?”



“

  
Jake
  get bit by alligator,” Ivan said.



“

  
What?
  Are you fucking kidding me?”



“

  
I
  no make joke.”



“

  
Is
  he going to be okay?” Brian asked.



“

  
He
  make flesh wound,” Ivan said. “He may lose arm, maybe
  leg.”



“

  
Ivan,
  losing an arm or leg is not a flesh wound.”



“

  
Arm
  and leg are flesh,” Ivan said. “Flesh wound.”



“

  
What
  the fuck! Where is he now?”



“

  
Helicopter
  make fly to hospital,” Ivan said calmly.




  

    
That’s
    two team members down in one day,
  


  

  Brian thought.


  

    

    We are in trouble.
  


  

  “I’ll have Cynthia track down Jake. You return to the office
  quickly and safely. When you arrive, try to borrow two associates
  from someone. I don’t care who. Just get us two able-bodied
  associates.”



“

  
I
  find two associate,” Ivan said.



“

  
Ivan,
  please tell me you found what we were looking for?”



“

  
Boss,
  we find box. No open it,” Ivan said.



“

  
Get
  it to the office now,” Brian said.



“

  
Already
  make way. Been driving eleven minute.”



“

  
Excellent.
  See you soon,” Brian said.




  
Brian
  called Cynthia. “Cynthia, have you heard the news?”



“

  
Hey,
  Brian. How did the meeting with Fredrick go? News? I haven’t
  heard
  a thing.”



“

  
Kendall
  is in labor, and Jake is being rushed to a hospital after an
  alligator bite.”



“

  
Didn’t
  see that coming,” Cynthia said. “The baby, yes, but the gator,
  no. Is Jake okay?”



“

  
I
  don’t know! I was hoping you could call around, find out the
  hospital details for both, and keep me updated. Thanks!” He hung
  up
  without saying goodbye.



“

  
Rude,”
  Cynthia remarked. “Still cute as a button, though.”




  
Brian
  called Carolyn. “Hey, hon, you won’t believe this. Kendall is in
  labor, and an alligator bit Jake.”



“

  
Good
  news and bad news, huh?” Carolyn said. “Sounds like a busy day.
  I’ll find Kendall and head to the hospital. Don’t worry about
  her; I’ll be there. I’ll also pray for Jake. Keep us
  updated.”



“

  
Sorry
  about dinner, love,” Brian said. “I’ll make it up to you.”



“

  
You
  most certainly will,” she replied.




  
Brian
  drove to the office, repeatedly trying to reach Jake by phone,
  but no
  one answered. Concern for Jake’s well-being weighed heavily on
  Brian, and worry about his health consumed his thoughts. While
  fretting over his associate, Brian spotted a letter on his desk.
  He
  opened it and began to read.



 







  

    
Dear
    Mr. Ross, 
  





  

    
You
    will receive an envelope at the Hillsborough County Courthouse
    on
    October 7, 2026. Play the video and then call Maximillian
    Rollins and
    Decan Melton as witnesses. They will have already analyzed the
    evidence and will be prepared to answer your questions. What
    questions you ask? That is for you to figure out.
  




  

    
Friends
    of the Reaper
  



 







  
Brian
  leaned back, completely baffled by why Fredrick would send a
  letter
  impersonating one of his friends. He knew Fredrick lacked any
  real
  friends. Yet Brian wondered how he could send a letter from
  prison
  and how he would mail something to the courthouse. Overwhelmed by
  curiosity and frustration, Brian pondered how to prepare
  questions
  for witnesses when he had no idea what the evidence was.




  
Reflecting
  on Fredrick again, Brian remembered their earlier conversation.
  “


  

    
Do
    not lose to the evidence. Win against the law.”
  


  

  These words resonated in Brian’s mind. “


  

    
Do
    not lose to the evidence. Win against the law.”
  


  

  He believed this mirrored the strategy he used in college.
  Suddenly,
  it dawned on him. “That’s what Fredrick meant when he said, ‘You
  already know the answer. You have known it all along.’


  

  


  
”




  
Brian
  quickly wrote down a strategy, but before diving too deep, he
  recalled there were other puzzles to unravel. He remembered the
  first
  one:



“

  

    
What
    is something that is always there but never seen?”
  




  
Brian
  called Cynthia. “What is something that is always there but never
  seen?”



“

  
Oh,
  that’s easy. My desire for you, doll.”



“

  
Goodbye,
  Cynthia.” Brian hung up.




  
Stumped,
  Brian thought about the second riddle:



“

  

    
Look
    within the past to see the future.”
  




  
The
  second one didn’t make any more sense to Brian than the first.
  Finally, Brian took a crack at the third and last one:



“

  

    
Cut
    me in half, and you’ll have nothing. Turn me on my side, and
    you’ll
    have everything.”
  




  
Once
  more, Brian found himself unable to decipher the riddle. He
  lifted
  the letter and reread it. 


  

    
What
    questions should I be asking?
  


  

  he pondered. He called Cynthia. “Cynthia, do we have the
  transcripts of the trial so far?”



“

  
We
  certainly do. Would you like a copy?”



“

  
Please,”
  he replied.



“

  
Digital
  or paper?”



“

  
You
  know the answer to that question.”



“

  
Dozens
  of dead trees coming right up!” Cynthia said.



 






 






 






  

    
Brian
examined the transcripts, focusing on the testimonies of Rollins
and
Melton. He read them multiple times, trying to discern the
significance of their statements. What crucial point was the
prosecution eager to highlight? After several minutes, Brian felt
he
had a breakthrough. He began jotting down questions for witnesses
about a video he had yet to see. Just as he finished, Ivan entered
the office holding the box.
  



“

  
How
  fucking fast were you driving, Ivan?” Brian asked. “You were
  still four hours away when we last spoke, and only two hours have
  passed.”



“

  
I
  get stop three time by police,” Ivan said. “I show KGB badge and
  say diplomatic immunity. Officer let me go.”



“

  
Ivan,
  that is illegal!” Brian said.



“

  
Mm,
  gray area.” Ivan handed Brian the box. “Boss, I give you box as
  gift.”



“

  
Thank
  you, Ivan. Let’s open it.”



“

  
Before
  open, I apologize disobey order,” Ivan said.



“

  
Don’t
  worry about it, Ivan. If you weren’t there, Jake might have been
  worse off.”



“

  
Tis
  true—Jake not dinner,” Ivan said. “I punch alligator in
  eyeball. It hiss at me, I shake fist, yell Russian at him. It
  leave
  angry.”



“

  
You
  can tell me more about it one day over a beer. Right now, let’s
  open this box.”



“

  
Will
  take many beer. Courageous story.”



“

  
Got
  it,” Brian said, starting to open the box. 





  
Cynthia
  entered the room. “Oh, another box! How exciting.”




  
The
  box held two envelopes and another box inside. Brian cautiously
  opened the second box, which contained nineteen items from each
  of
  Fredrick’s victims. Each item was labeled with a code, but Brian
  was unsure what it meant. Next, Ivan opened the first envelope,
  which
  revealed a set of geographic coordinates. Brian then opened the
  second envelope and found a document listing names and dates,
  similar
  to the one in the first box. However, this document was distinct
  in
  that it also featured 19 geological locations, organized by name
  and
  date, along with an unusual symbol at the bottom of each page.
  





  
Envelope
  One:




  

    
28.690325,
    -81.020634
  




  

    

      
Quattuor
      Messor’s
    
  




  

    

      
Quattuor
      Unum (I/IV)
    
  




  
Envelope
  Two:




  

    
28°41’25.2”
    N, 81°01’14.3” W
  




  

    
The
    Reaper’s Four
  




  

    
One
    of Four (1/4)
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Signum
Messoris
      
    
  


“

  

    
Symbol
    of the Reaper”
  



“

  
I
  believe the geological coordinate points to the next box’s
  location,” Brian said to Ivan. “These nineteen coordinates likely
  indicate the location of the remains. Please have an associate
  start
  mapping these out for us. Cynthia, once we pinpoint the location,
  coordinate with the local police department about the cases that
  match the names, and notify them of the remains’
  locations.”



“

  
Boss,
  where are you going?” Ivan asked.



“

  
I’m
  heading to retrieve box three. We all have a lot to accomplish,
  but
  let’s not overlook Kendall and Jake. Have we sent flowers to
  Kendall? Do we know Jake’s location and status?”



“

  
I’m
  still gathering information on Jake,” Cynthia said. “Kendall is
  still in labor, and I’ve already sent flowers to her
  room.”



“

  
Thank
  you, Cynthia. You truly are the best.”



“

  
Tell
  me something I don’t already know.”



“

  
All
  right, I’m off to get box three,” Brian said. “Keep me
  updated.”




  
Brian
  drove for two hours to reach box three, located in Geneva. Like
  the
  other boxes, it was buried in a swamp. Upon arriving, he quickly
  realized that the swamp resembled more of a lake. Pulling out his
  phone, Brian searched for the nearest police department and found
  one
  a few miles away. He returned to his car and drove to the
  station. As
  he entered, he approached the service window. Before he could say
  anything, the officer behind the counter said, “Hey, I recognize
  you. You’re that lawyer fellow on TV.”



“

  
Guilty
  as charged,” Brian said.



“

  
What
  brings you around these parts?” the officer asked.



“

  
I
  need to speak with your police chief. It’s important.”



“

  
The
  chief doesn’t just see anyone who walks into the station,
  sir.”



“

  
Please
  inform them that it concerns some unsolved murders you have,”
  Brian
  said. “I might have a lead on where the bodies are.”



“

  
Wait
  a moment,” the officer said. “I’ll be right back.”




  
A
  side door opened, and another officer said, “Mr. Ross, the chief
  will see you now.”




  
Brian
  followed the officer into the police chief’s office, where he saw
  seven uniformed officers and three plainclothes officers
  present.




  
Chief
  Jones introduced himself. “Mr. Ross, I am Cadbury Jones, chief of
  police.”



“

  
Cadbury,
  like the chocolate?” Brian asked.




  
Smiling,
  Chief Jones said, “Exactly. I hear you have information about
  some
  unsolved murders we are investigating.”



“

  
They’re
  likely cold case files by now,” Brian said. “But yes, I believe I
  may have some information.”



“

  
What
  can you tell us, Mr. Ross?” Chief Jones asked.



“

  
Do
  you have a map?” Brian asked.



“

  
Right
  this way,” Chief Jones said. 





  
Brian
  followed him into the adjacent room, where a map of the entire
  county
  was displayed on the wall. He approached the map and pointed to
  the
  center of a lake. “Here! We need to examine this area,” he
  said.




  
The
  chief and several officers studied the map intently. “Counselor,
  that’s in the middle of a lake,” the chief said.




  
Brian
  looked at his soiled, muddy dress shoes. “I know.”




  
One
  of the officers chimed in, “That’s not just any lake, Mr. Ross.
  It’s teeming with gators—many gators.”



“

  
Well,
  that’s where we need to search,” Brian said.



“

  
What
  do you expect to find at the bottom of this gator-infested lake,
  Mr.
  Ross?” the chief asked.



“

  
A
  box,” Brian said.



“

  
A
  box?” Chief Jones asked. “You want us to venture into a lake full
  of gators for a box? I thought you mentioned something about
  bodies
  for us to recover.”



“

  
Yes,
  a box,” Brian said. “Inside the box, we will find a list of
  names, dates, and locations of the remains of nineteen unsolved
  murders. Presumably, it will be the key to solving your
  murderers.”



“

  
Nineteen,
  did you say? That’s impressive. We have precisely nineteen
  unsolved
  murders,” one of the plainclothes officers noted.



“

  
Chief,
  that could aid in your reelection,” a civilian said.



“

  
Finding
  those bodies would ensure your reelection, Cadbury,
  single-handedly.
  You wouldn’t even need to campaign,” another plainclothes officer
  commented.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, how can we assist?” Chief Jones asked.




  
Brian
  wisely held back his judgment. “I think we are going to need some
  scuba gear. And perhaps something to keep the gators at bay. I’ve
  already lost one associate to a gator today. I don’t want to be
  the
  next one lost.”



“

  
Huh?”
  Chief Jones asked.



“

  
Forget
  it,” Brian said. “I need a boat, scuba gear, and safety measures.
  Can you arrange that?”



“

  
You
  betcha,” Chief Jones said enthusiastically.




  
Brian
  leaned back and watched as the backwoods country folk formed a
  team
  to recover the box. One of the men offered Brian a wetsuit.
  “Here,
  you’ll want to put this on,” he said.



“

  
The
  water isn’t that cold,” Brian said.



“

  
It’s
  for the leeches,” he said.



“

  
Oh,
  right,” Brian replied, disappointed. “Leeches.”



“

  
We’re
  ready to go, Mr. Ross. You can ride with me,” Chief Jones
  said.




  
Brian
  positioned himself in the front seat of the chief’s SUV. 




“

  
Don’t
  touch anything, got it?” Chief Jones warned.



“

  
Understood,”
  Brian replied.




  
The
  team arrived at the lake, where three boats were launched. Brian
  and
  the chief, along with two other men, boarded one boat, while the
  remaining two boats carried four men each. Together, the team set
  off
  toward the coordinates Brian had provided. 




“

  
I
  don’t know if the box is sitting on the bottom or if it is
  buried,”
  Brian said. “The box has probably been here for fifteen to twenty
  years. Maybe longer.”



“

  
No
  problem. We can dig if necessary,” one of the men replied.



“

  
Chief,
  are you sure your team can keep the gators away?”



“

  
Look
  at this city boy, afraid of a few small gators,” one of the men
  teased.



“

  
Can
  I kill it if I feel threatened?” Brian asked.



“

  
Absolutely,
  you can,” the chief said.



“

  
Then,
  no. I’m not afraid,” Brian said, grabbing two large knives and
  tucking them into his waistband. All the men on the boat burst
  out
  laughing.



“

  
Let’s
  catch ourselves a box!” one man yelled as he leaped into the
  water.




  
Brian
  followed suit, jumping into the muddy water. Brian swam to the
  bottom
  and got buoyant. The depth was about twenty feet, but the mud and
  algae lowered visibility to a few feet at best. Brian looked down
  at
  his feet and noticed he couldn’t see them. Two of the other
  divers
  give Brian a thumbs-up. Brian returned the signal. The three men
  walked and crawled across the lake floor, covering a
  ten-foot-by-ten-foot area. They did not find the box. Directly
  under
  the boat, one man began digging in the muddy lake floor. Luckily,
  the
  floor bed was soft and had few rocks. 





  
While
  the man dug, Brian noticed the other diver signal him. The diver
  pointed behind Brian. Instinctively, Brian pulled out a knife and
  slowly turned around. Brian watched a large gator swim by and
  settle
  on the lake floor about three feet away. 





  
The
  other diver grabbed Brian’s wrist and shook his head no at Brian.
  Brian knelt and watched the gator. Ten minutes went by, and the
  gator
  hadn’t moved. Neither had Brian. The man digging signaled. He
  pointed to the lake floor. Brian and the other diver took a
  closer
  look. 





  
The
  top of a box appeared beneath the mud. Brian turned to check on
  the
  gator and saw that it was gone. Brian turned and looked in every
  direction, trying to locate it, but he could not find it
  anywhere.
  Brian pulled out his other knife and kneeled, continuously
  scanning
  his surroundings. The other two divers grabbed the box and
  ascended
  to the boat. Brian took one last look around for the gator and
  slowly
  swam to the top. The three men safely entered the boat. Brian
  removed
  his mask and shook his head. 





  
One
  of the men said, “That was Michelangelo.”



“

  
Who?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
The
  big gator that’s been sizing you up for dinner. We call him
  Michelangelo. He’s large, aggressive, and unpleasant.”



“

  
Nice
  to know his name,” Brian quipped.



“

  
Look!
  There’s Michelangelo!” another man shouted.




  
Brian
  leaned over the boat’s edge and saw a gigantic alligator next to
  it.



“

  
Watch
  this, Counselor,” Chief Jones yelled. He grabbed a whole chicken
  from the cooler and threw it up about fifteen feet above the
  water.
  Michelangelo breached the water about six feet high, snatched the
  chicken out of the air, and then splashed back into the dark,
  muddy
  water. The chief and the other two men hooted and hollered with
  excitement. Each one of them took turns throwing chickens into
  the
  air. Each time, Michelangelo snatched the chicken from the air.
  





  
Brian
  sat in the middle of the boat and prayed. “God, please, get me
  back
  to my wife in one piece. That includes my arms and legs.
  Amen.”




  
Right
  as Brian said, “Amen,” a second gator jumped into the boat. It
  was a smaller gator than Michelangelo, at only twelve feet long.
  The
  gator hissed and opened its jaws wide. The three officers
  laughed,
  and one threw a chicken into the gator’s mouth. 





  
Trying
  to distance himself, Brian used his feet to push himself to the
  end
  of the boat. Chief Jones picked up a pole and poked the gator,
  trying
  to coax it away from the boat. The gator didn’t budge. Instead,
  it
  lunged toward the chief. 





  
Brian
  sat against the wall of the boat, with knives in each hand. “It’s
  your move, mister,” Brian said, staring at the gator.




  
Impressed
  with Brian’s calmness, the three men threw several chickens over
  the gator into the water. The gator dove off the boat into the
  water,
  and Michelangelo headed for the chickens as well. A brawl ensued
  between Michelangelo and the smaller gator. Water splashed
  everywhere. The growling was loud and attracted the attention of
  other gators.



“

  
The
  fun’s over, boys,” the chief said. “It’s time to go.” He
  started the boat’s motor, and the team returned to shore with the
  box.




  
Brian
  jumped off the boat and looked at the sky. “Thank you, Jesus.
  Thank
  you very much.”



“

  
How
  about we open the box over some barbecue back at the office?”
  Chief
  Jones asked. “We want to ensure the preservation of its contents
  and document and log the evidence properly.”




  
Brian
  was impressed with the chief’s technical prowess, especially
  considering what he had just witnessed on the lake. On the drive
  home, all the chief could talk about was how big Michelangelo was
  and
  how mean he usually was. “One time, I saw Michelangelo rip the
  arm
  clean off a drunk man trying to feed him. That gator is the
  devil.”




  
Brian
  thought of Fredrick and believed his devil was far more dangerous
  than the chief’s. “What happened to the man?” Brian asked.



“

  
Oh,
  he fell into the lake. The gators ate him good. We never did find
  any
  of his remains,” Chief Jones said with no remorse. 





  
Brian
  reflected on his time on the boat and the intriguing story Chief
  Jones had just shared with him. He pondered this side of Florida
  that
  wasn’t advertised in the vacation commercials on
  television.



“

  
When
  we return, we’ll order the barbecue from Fat Joe’s while we open
  the box,” Chief Jones said. “How’s that sound to you?”



“

  
Sure.
  I take it you have showers in the station?”




  
Chief
  Jones looked at Brian harshly. “Why wouldn’t we have showers? Do
  you think we are some backwoods hillbillies and don’t have office
  showers?”



“

  
That
  wouldn’t be why I would think that,” Brian said.




  
Chief
  Jones stared at Brian, then laughed. “You city folk are
  hilarious,”
  he said. “You can use my shower at the station.”




  
Brian
  and the rest of the team arrived at the station and disbanded.
  Nothing was said as each man walked away as if the day’s events
  were routine and did not require discussion. Brian took a long,
  hot
  shower and put on a T-shirt and shorts acquired in the gift shop
  across the street. With no other options available, he purchased
  flip-flops as well. When Brian entered the conference room to
  open
  the box, the officers and staff whistled and catcalled.



“

  
Damn,
  Counselor, you have a license for those white legs?” one officer
  yelled. 





  
Another
  said, “This guy is clearly a tourist. We should check his visa to
  see if he’s an illegal.”




  
Brian
  smiled and laughed. “Ha ha. You guys and gals got jokes!”




  
Chief
  Jones entered the room. “Counselor, is that you?” he asked.
  Everyone laughed. “All joking aside, good job to everyone who
  helped retrieve this box. If the contents are what the good
  counselor
  says they are, we will have to work diligently to recover the
  remains
  and inform the families. Mr. Ross, would you like to do the
  honors?”



“

  
Sure,”
  Brian said. Slowly and carefully, Brian cracked the box open with
  a
  crowbar. Water poured out all over the floor. Brian looked up at
  Chief Jones. “Sorry about that.”



“

  
Don’t
  worry about it. It’s just water,” Chief Jones replied. Then a
  large glob of sludgy mud poured out of the box onto the carpet.
  Chief
  Jones looked at Brian disappointedly.




  
Brian
  continued to open the box. Amid the mud, he found a plastic bag
  containing three envelopes. He removed the bag and laid the
  envelopes
  on the table. 




“

  
If
  I am correct, one envelope will provide the names and dates of
  another county’s victims,” Brian said. “One will provide the
  geological locations of the remains of your victims, and another
  will
  provide the coordination of a box containing items from your
  victims.
  Lastly, one will give us the location of the next box.”



“

  
Do
  you believe your client is responsible for all these murders?”
  Chief Jones asked.



“

  
As
  his legal counsel, I cannot answer that question, Chief.”




  
A
  senior detective remarked, “We simply need to determine how much
  time and resources to allocate to other suspects, Mr. Ross. Our
  resources aren’t as ample as yours in the big city.”



“

  
By
  me being here, I trust you can use your common sense,” Brian
  suggested.




  
The
  officers and staff murmured unhappily, but Chief Jones
  intervened.
  “The man spoke his mind. We know how to do our jobs. Let him
  handle
  his own.”



“

  
Thank
  you, Chief,” Brian replied as he opened the first letter. Inside,
  he found the Reaper symbol and a set of geological coordinates.
  “This
  indicates the location of the next box, given in longitude and
  latitude. Chief, could one of your men mark this spot on the map
  while we go through the other letters? 28.409046
  -82.017117.”



“

  
Certainly,”
  Chief Jones replied.



“

  
BBQ
  is here!” one of the officers shouted. To Brian’s shock, everyone
  except him vacated the room. He placed the first document on the
  table and opened the second envelope, which held a list of
  nineteen
  names and dates. Chief Jones reentered with a large plate of
  barbecue.



“

  
This
  document lists the names and dates of the next nineteen victims,”
  Brian said. “They probably aren’t in your area; they’re likely
  farther west.” All the officers returned to the room with their
  plates of barbecue.



“

  
Where
  are the victims in our area?” one officer asked.



“

  
Let’s
  find out,” Brian said. He opened the third envelope. It contained
  a
  list of nineteen geological locations and one separate geological
  coordinate. “This is where you will find your nineteen victims.
  The
  other coordinate is where you will find another box containing
  trophies that the killer took from the victims. It will contain
  19
  items, one for each victim. Be advised that this box may contain
  a
  variety of items, including trinkets, toys, clothing, and body
  parts.
  Make sure your CSI guys recover that box.” 





  
Brian
  looked around and noticed the mood in the room was somber. “I am
  sorry for the loss in your community. I hope this helps the
  families
  heal and get closure.”



“

  
Counselor,
  I imagine you will represent Mr. Richardson for these crimes?” an
  officer asked.



“

  
If
  it ever comes to that, probably, yes,” Brian said.



“

  
Counselor,
  know that today you are leaving a friend, but if you come back
  and
  defend the person responsible for these killings, you may find we
  are
  not as hospitable,” Chief Jones said.



“

  
Understood,”
  Brian said respectfully. 





  
Chief
  Jones instructed an officer to give Brian a copy of the three
  documents and a large plate of barbecue. “Mr. Ross, thank you for
  this. It will help our community immensely. Good luck to you.”
  





  
Brian
  took a bite of a barbecue rib, got in his car, and drove back to
  the
  office.
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Brian
    waited patiently in the prison conference room for Fredrick to
    arrive. To keep himself occupied, he neatly arranged his pens
    beside
    his notepad, which was already perfectly placed next to his
    briefcase. To stave off fidgeting, Brian performed one-armed
    push-ups
    on the floor. Just as he was in the middle of his workout,
    Fredrick
    entered the room, the sound of his shackles echoing as he
    shuffled to
    the table. 
  





  

    
Brian
    greeted him quickly. “Good afternoon, Mr. Richardson. How are
    you
    being treated?”
  



“

  
Good
  afternoon, Counselor! It is no surprise to find you working on
  your
  physique in the afternoon. I assume you focus on that all day. As
  for
  my treatment, if solitary confinement for twenty-three hours a
  day is
  considered standard, then I suppose I am doing rather well,”
  Fredrick replied sarcastically.




  

    
Brian
    turned to the guards. “Could you please remove his restraints?
    We
    won’t require those.”
  



“

  
It’s
  your funeral,” the guard responded reluctantly.




  

    
Once
    the restraints were off and the guards had left the room, Brian
    pressed for clarification. “Really, Fredrick, how are you being
    treated?”
  



“

  
The
  truth of the matter is not what matters, Counselor. Whether my
  treatment is good or bad, you have no power to change that.
  Concentrate on why you are here. Why are you here?” Fredrick
  asserted.



“

  
Very
  well. I want you to finally tell me your account of what occurred
  the
  night you were arrested. And don’t hold anything back this time.
  We
  don’t have time for any more of your games.”



“

  
You
  have the police report in your case file, correct?” Fredrick
  asked.



“

  
I
  have your statements from the night of your arrest, as provided
  in
  your initial police interview. What I need to know now is more
  about
  the arrest itself. How did it unfold? What occurred before you
  made
  your statement? Let’s discuss that first, and then we can revisit
  the interview points. Can you describe what happened on the night
  of
  your arrest? Begin from when you heard the crash and exited your
  house.”



“

  
All
  right,” Fredrick said. “It was Wednesday, May 21st, 2026, at
  10:21 p.m. I was in my living room watching 


  

    

      
Forensic
      Files
    
  


  

    

    when I suddenly heard a loud, though not explosive, crash.”
    Fredrick paused, lost in thought.
  



“

  
Is
  everything okay?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  just recalled something that might be relevant, but I’m not
  sure.”



“

  
Share
  it with me,” Brian said. “We can determine its significance
  later.”



“

  
About
  ten minutes before the crash, I had stepped outside to check the
  mail
  and noticed a group of people hanging around. I overheard one
  say,
  ‘Are you sure this is the right place?’ while another replied,
  ‘This is the location the guy told me to be.’ I told them to stop
  loitering and return home. I’m not certain if that information is
  useful or not.”



“

  
I’ve
  taken note of that,” Brian said. “Please go on.”



“

  
When
  I heard the crash, I stepped outside my front door and saw a
  Black
  man crouched down, examining the back of my car and the front of
  his.
  As I got nearer, I realized his vehicle had collided with mine,
  which
  was parked in my designated parking spot. I quickly approached
  the
  man, later recognized as Detective Smith, and started to scold
  him.”



“
 
‘

  
Where
  did you learn how to drive, in an ape zoo? How the fuck do you
  hit a
  parked car, you stupid asshole? This car is a classic. Now you’ve
  gone and ruined it. Look at that dent! You are so going to pay
  for
  this, you fucktard!’ He replied, ‘Sir, I am sorry. I take full
  responsibility. My windows instantly fogged up from the rain, so
  that
  I couldn’t see, so I slowed down and pulled over for safety.
  Unfortunately, because of the fogged windows, I couldn’t see your
  parked car, and I accidentally tapped the rear end of it. I
  apologize
  for causing any damage. I will happily pay to get your bumper as
  good
  as new.’


  

    

    
  


  

    
”
  



“

  
Are
  you certain that’s what he said?” Brian asked.




  

    
Annoyed,
    Fredrick said, “Counselor, why do you question me? Have you
    forgotten? Like you, I have a photographic memory. I remember
    every
    word and every detail of what happened that night. Hell, I
    remember
    everything about anything that has transpired in my life. Just
    like
    you do.” With a disturbing level of admiration, Fredrick said,
    “Besides, all of this is in the video I’ve heard so much about.
    You can cross-reference what I say today with the video
    transcripts.
    I assure you, everything I say will be word-for-word what was
    said by
    all parties involved that night.”
  



“

  
No,
  I have not forgotten,” Brian said. “I wanted to see if you still
  had an ego the size of Texas. Please continue.”



“

  
Counselor,
  no need to be rude,” Fredrick said. “We are on the same
  team.”



“

  
Are
  we? You had me enter an alligator-infested lake on one of your
  treasure hunts. One of my associates may lose his arm due to an
  alligator bite during another treasure hunt. Are we on the same
  team,
  Fredrick? Because it certainly doesn’t feel like it.”




  

    
Fredrick
    gazed at Brian without empathy.
  



“

  
My
  apologies. Please, continue,” Brian said.



“

  
I
  do not want your apologies,” Fredrick said. “Where was I? Oh yes,
  I said, ‘and he replied, “I will happily pay to get your bumper
  as good as new. Let’s exchange insurance information, and we can
  be
  on our way.’


  

    

    
  


  

    
”
    I accepted his proposal. But as he handed me his insurance
    information, I noticed the police badge on his belt. That is
    when
    things got exciting. 
  




“
 
‘

  
Are
  you a fucking cop?’ I asked. He replied, ‘Yes, sir. I am Senior
  Detective Smith of the Tampa Police Department. Again, I
  apologize
  for any inconvenience I may have caused.’ ‘Any inconvenience you
  may have caused? You hit my fucking parked car. Now it is all
  damaged, and I am soaking wet standing here in this rain.’ I
  deliberately shouted at him to be belligerent. What can I say? I
  do
  not like cops.”



“

  
What
  happened next?” Brian asked.



“

  
By
  this time, some bystanders had stopped and begun to watch the
  quarrel
  between Detective Smith and me. Come to think of it, they were
  the
  group loitering. In any case, several people began filming the
  incident on their smartphones. I remember one in particular: a
  social
  media influencer named Adam. He was live-streaming the
  confrontation
  on his Twitter feed. Meanwhile, Detective Smith attempted to
  prevent
  the situation from escalating by asserting control. But I was not
  having any of it. I wanted to maintain control. After rejecting
  his
  insurance proposal again, Detective Smith offered me a bribe. He
  said
  he would pay me an extra five hundred dollars on the spot for any
  inconvenience I may have incurred.”



“

  
He
  offered you an extra five hundred dollars for the inconvenience?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
That
  is what I said, Counselor. Try to keep up.” He continued, “I
  quickly deduced Detective Smith’s bribe as desperation to settle
  and concluded something more was happening. Thus, I slowly walked
  closer to him to see his reaction. That is when I could smell the
  alcohol on him. I shouted, ‘Officer Smith, have you been
  drinking?
  I believe I smell alcohol on your breath.’



“

  
Detective
  Smith assured me that he had only had a few drinks and was not
  intoxicated. Then he tried to redirect me by saying, ‘I want to
  make things right so I can go home because today, man, today has
  been
  a most stressful day.’



“

  
That
  is when I lost my temper. I yelled at him and got in his face. I
  screamed, ‘Your day has been stressful. Look at my fucking
  car!’



“

  
He
  said, ‘Sir, please understand. I only wish to make amends and
  make
  you whole again. Then I will be on my way.’



“

  
I
  told him, ‘Fuck you, cop! You are drunk, and you hit my car! I
  will
  have your fucking badge! You are done, mister.’ I started to dial
  911 when he interrupted me.”



“

  
How
  did he interrupt you?” Brian asked.



“

  
He
  covered my phone with his hand, blocking the screen.”



“

  
Did
  he touch your phone?” Brian asked.



“

  
No,
  he did not,” Fredrick replied.



“

  
Did
  he touch your hand?” 




“

  
No,
  he did not.”



“

  
Please
  continue,” Brian said. “What happened next?”



“

  
Detective
  Smith calmly replied, ‘Sir, there is no need to be belligerent or
  hostile. We can settle this here, between us, like mature and
  responsible adults. We do not need anyone else to resolve this.
  We
  can do this ourselves. All you need to do is calm down, accept my
  compensation, and let my insurance company fix your car. Then we
  can
  both be on our way.’ I chest-bumped Detective Smith and yelled
  obscenities and racial slurs toward him.”



“

  
What
  did you say to him?” Brian asked as he diligently took
  notes.



“

  
I
  said, ‘You stupid fucking monkey cop! You are so fucked now
  bitch,
  I own you. You are going to jail motherfucker. You are going to
  jail,
  where all you people belong. Yeah, that is justice. Another poor
  nigger is going to jail. I am calling 911.’


  

    

    
  


  

    
”
  




  

    
With
    wide eyes, Brian said, “That is the definition of a racially
    and
    obscenity-filled tirade.” Brian instructed Fredrick to
    continue.
    “Go on. What happens next?”
  



“

  
Counselor,
  do not misconstrue what I am saying. I do not hate Black people.
  I
  hate all people equally. Everyone is inferior to me, except maybe
  you. You might be a peer. The jury is still out.”



“

  
Good
  to know,” Brian said.



“

  
To
  my surprise, Detective Smith took a deep breath and said
  nothing,”
  Fredrick said. “This infuriated me, so I kept insulting and
  verbally attacking him. I was trying to elicit a response from
  him,
  but he would not say or do anything. That’s when I made a
  mistake.”



“

  
I
  thought you didn’t make mistakes.”



“

  
Shall
  I stop or continue?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
What
  mistake was that?” Brian asked.



“

  
After
  I failed to bait Detective Smith with my tirade, I accidentally
  spat
  in his face and struck him with my fist.”



“

  
Accidentally,
  you say,” Brian said cynically.



“

  
Nobody
  is perfect,” Fredrick said nonchalantly.




  

    
Brian
    shook his head. “Go on.”
  



“

  
It
  was at this point, I believe, that Detective Smith declared he
  was
  going to protect himself, and he proceeded to wrestle me to the
  ground. He began reciting the Miranda rights to me, and then some
  bystanders intervened, separating us. Detective Smith started to
  recite the Miranda rights again, and that is when I broke free
  and
  kicked him in the balls. As he fell to the ground, I proceeded to
  hit
  him in the face. 




“

  
Once
  again, the bystanders overwhelmed me and held me down. Detective
  Smith got up and started to recite the Miranda rights, yet again,
  and
  I kicked him in the face. To my surprise, more men piled on top
  of
  me, completely restricting my ability to move or resist.
  Detective
  Smith appeared to be in immense pain, but somehow, he still
  managed
  to get on his feet and put his handcuffs on me. To add insult to
  injury, he handcuffed me to the damaged bumper of my car. 




“

  
Detective
  Smith and the other men held me down until the other officers
  arrived. Once I calmed down, Detective Smith sat on the ground
  beside
  me, out of arm’s reach. While he was sitting on the ground, he
  claimed to have noticed a small amount of what he said was a ‘red
  liquid’ pooling under my car. He touched the substance and rubbed
  it between his fingers. Then, he smelled the substance. In shock
  and
  confusion, he looked at me, then at the back of my car. He
  demanded
  the keys to my car so he could open the trunk. I told him no, and
  under no circumstances could he search my vehicle.”



“

  
Did
  he mention what he thought the substance was?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
He
  did not,” Fredrick responded.



“

  
Noted.
  Please proceed.”



“

  
Is
  it significant that he did not?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
I’m
  not sure,” Brian said. “What happens next?”



“

  
He
  asked, ‘Mr. Richardson, what do you have in the back of your
  car?’
  I replied, ‘If I told you, I would have to kill you.’ Then I
  burst out laughing. What can I say? I’ve always wanted to say
  that
  to a cop.”



“

  
What
  happened next?” Brian pressed.



“

  
Detective
  Smith took my car keys from my front right pocket—without my
  consent, mind you—and opened my car’s trunk.”



“

  
What
  did he discover?” Brian asked.



“

  
You
  know what he found, Counselor.”



“

  
Please
  clarify what Detective Smith found when he opened the trunk of
  your
  car for the record,” Brian said.




  

    
Fredrick
    rejoiced, saying, “As Detective Smith inserted my car keys into
    the
    trunk of my car, I noticed all the bystanders closing in on the
    car
    with their phones pointed at my car. Adam got right up to the
    car,
    standing just over Detective Smith’s left shoulder. The
    bystanders
    tossed heckles and joked around, placing bets on what would be
    found
    inside the trunk.
  



“

  
As
  narrated by Adam, ‘Detective Smith slowly turns the key. The
  trunk
  slowly rises, and what’s inside the trunk?’



“
 
‘

  
I
  bet it’s drugs,’ said one heckler.



“
 
‘

  
I
  bet it’s women’s clothing,’ another said.



“

  
Adam
  continued with his dialogue. ‘You want to know, I want to know,
  we
  all want to know. Let me get closer. Okay, now we can see better,
  there it is . . . It’s a, it’s . . .
  Is that . . . Oh my God, what the fuck . . .
  Oh my God, no. Jesus Christ, no! What the 


  

    

      
fuck
    
  


  

    
?’
  


  

    

    
  


  

    
”
  



“

  
What
  did they see?” Brian asked. “What was in the trunk,
  Fredrick?”



“

  
The
  decapitated body of a young child,” Fredrick said,
  smiling.



“

  
Which
  child?” Brian asked, remaining unfazed.



“

  
Annie
  Valentine.”



“

  
How
  did she end up there?” Brian asked.



“

  
That
  is unrelated to my arrest, Counselor. Besides, that is a question
  for
  a detective, not my defense attorney.”



“

  
What
  comes next?” Brian asked.



“

  
Terror
  and fear spread throughout the onlookers,” Fredrick said. “It was
  eerily quiet, as nobody made a sound. I recall only hearing the
  sound
  of falling rain. It felt like an eternity until the quiet was
  broken
  by a woman screaming. Detective Smith immediately closed the
  trunk
  and told everyone to stop filming. Naturally, none of the
  bystanders
  stopped filming. You can always count on people’s desire to see
  death.” Fredrick pondered the moment in silence, reminiscing and
  smiling.



“

  
Please
  continue,” Brian encouraged.



“

  
Anyhow,
  moving along, Detective Smith declared the area a crime scene and
  demanded that everyone stand fifteen feet back and turn off their
  phone, or they would be arrested for obstruction of justice. I do
  not
  know if anyone obeyed that command or if anyone was arrested, as
  I
  was face down in a muddy puddle of sewer water. I do know that no
  sooner had Detective Smith warned the crowd than additional
  officers
  arrived at the scene. 




“

  
Unfortunately
  for our defense, that Adam fellow live-streamed the entire thing.
  How
  many people have watched it now? Within the first twenty-four
  hours,
  it was estimated that over sixteen million people had watched it.
  Last I heard, it has surprised fifty million people worldwide.
  What
  is wrong with people, Counselor? I guess death sells.”




  

    
Ignoring
    Fredrick’s question, Brian said, “What happened next?”
  



“

  
I
  was placed in the back of a police car by two officers. I did not
  catch their names or badge numbers. Then I heard Detective Smith
  call
  in the police report. He said, ‘Dispatch, 10-33. This is
  Detective
  Smith, badge 957, Code 5, possibly Code 22. Request 10-32. The
  victim
  is a child, approximately four or five years old, Caucasian,
  female,
  with brown hair, nude, stowed in the trunk of a car. The victim
  appears to have been skinned and decapitated. Suspect is 10-15.
  The
  suspect’s vehicle is a 1971 brown Dodge Polaris with Florida tag
  YGH 542. Florida driver’s license R152-545-72-344-0, Fredrick
  Edgar
  Allan Richardson, DOB 09-08-1972, address 999 La Crescent Court,
  Odessa, FL, 33656. Request homicide, the coroner, and CSI. Also,
  notify Lieutenant Morales. She will want to be informed.’


  

    

    
  


  

    
”
  



“

  
How
  do you know this?” Brian asked.



“

  
Detective
  Smith called from the car I was in, so I heard
  everything.”



“

  
Is
  there anything else you remember before your processing at the
  Tampa
  Police Department?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  remember watching the CSI team enter my house and start tearing
  the
  place apart. I recall dogs being brought in, though I’m unsure
  why.
  I also remember people loitering and making comments. All my
  neighbors were outside watching the whole situation
  unfold.”



“

  
Anything
  else?” Brian probed.



“

  
I
  remember the ride, the radio traffic, and the route from my house
  to
  the police department,” Fredderick said. “Would you like that
  information?”



“

  
You
  remember the route to the police department?”



“

  
Of
  course! My eyes were open, counselor. Would you like me to
  provide a
  turn-by-turn account of the route Detective Smith took?”



“

  
No,
  that won’t be necessary,” Brian replied. After a brief moment of
  thought, Brian asked, “Do you know the Miranda rights?”



“

  
I
  do,” Fredrick confirmed.



“

  
Please
  recite them,” Brian said.




  

    
Fredrick
    smiled. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say
    can
    and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the
    right to
    an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be
    provided
    for you. If you decide to answer questions now without an
    attorney
    present, you will still have the right to stop answering at any
    time
    until you talk to an attorney. Do you understand the rights I
    have
    just read to you? With these rights in mind, do you wish to
    speak to
    me?”
  



“

  
At
  any time, the evening of your arrest, did Detective Smith read
  the
  entirety of the Miranda rights to you?” Brian asked.




  

    
Fredrick
    played coy. “I know he started to recite the rights three
    separate
    times. I do not believe he recited the entire list of rights,
    though.
    The first instance was when we were on the ground, and he began
    reading the rights. We were separated, and then he started
    reciting
    them again. That’s when I kicked him in the balls. On his third
    attempt, I kicked him in the jaw. I do not recall any other
    attempts
    after that.”
  



“

  
How
  far did he recite the list?” Brian asked.



“

  
The
  first time, he got as far as the first line,” Fredrick said. “He
  got as far as the first and second lines the second time. He
  could
  only recite the first line the third time and never continued
  past
  that.”



“

  
Did
  anyone else read you your rights once you were booked at the
  police
  station?” Brian asked.



“

  
No,”
  Fredrick said.



“

  
I
  remember reading in the transcript that before you were
  questioned,
  Detective Smith said your rights had already been read to you,
  and he
  asked if you wanted to talk to them. Had your rights been read to
  you
  fully?”



“

  
Not
  fully, no,” Fredrick said. “I was only advised that I had the
  right to remain silent and to have a lawyer. Perhaps my kicking
  him
  in the balls distracted him. Or maybe it was the kick to the
  chin?
  Coupled with the fact that he was probably drunk. You should have
  seen my kick to his balls and face. It was glorious.”



“

  
Do
  you remember the car that went past?” Brian asked.



“

  
The
  car?” Fredrick replied.



“

  
The
  one playing your favorite song, ‘The Reaper’ by Blue Öyster
  Cult.”



“

  
Oh
  yes, I remember,” Fredrick said. “I love that song.”



“

  
I
  know you do. What kind of car was it?”



“

  
It
  was a stunning 1976 Cadillac Coupe DeVille.”



“

  
What
  color was it?” Brian asked.



“

  
It
  was light blue with a white vinyl roof. Oh, and it had those
  shiny
  chrome spoke wheels typical of the seventies.”



“

  
Did
  you catch a glimpse of the license plate?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  saw half of it. The last three digits are 87A. I did not catch
  the
  first half. You might need to do some research to find the full
  plate
  number.”



“

  
Let’s
  go back to Detective Smith offering you an extra five hundred
  dollars,” Brian said. “Can you tell me what he said
  again?”



“

  
I
  already mentioned it,” Fredrick said.



“

  
You
  didn’t,” Brian said. “You said he offered you money, but you
  didn’t specify how or what he said. I want to hear his words
  exactly.”



“

  
He
  said, ‘I can see you love this car, and I have damaged it. My
  insurance will cover the cost of repairing your car and restoring
  it
  to pristine condition, and I’ll give you five hundred dollars in
  cash right now as compensation for the inconvenience. We don’t
  need
  to call anyone. We can settle this right here, right now, like
  adults. What do you say?’


  

    

    
  


  

    
”
  



“

  
He
  said those words?” Brian asked.



“

  
Why
  do you continuously question me, counselor? You know I do not
  lie,”
  Fredrick said. “You also know I remember everything. Yes, those
  are
  the words he spoke.”



“

  
Just
  being thorough,” Brian said. “One last thing: When you two were
  fighting, did Detective Smith strike you at any time?”



“

  
No.
  He never had a chance. He was always on the defensive. If it were
  not
  for the bystanders, I would have whooped his ass.”



“

  
Maybe,”
  Brian said. “Detective Smith is a formidable opponent.”



“

  
Counselor,
  you wound me. Like you, I am a predator. We hunt; we do not get
  hunted.”



“

  
I
  am not going to touch that right now,” Brian said. “Changing
  topics, I’ve been thinking about the addition you made earlier.
  About the group loitering.”



“

  
Yes,
  Counselor,” Fredrick said innocently.



“

  
Thinking
  back on it, do you know or recognize any of the individuals in
  that
  group?”




  

    
Fredrick
    pretended to play dumb. “Now that you mention it, yes. I
    recognized
    that Qwen fellow. He and his friends loitered outside my house
    for at
    least ten minutes before the accident. Maybe longer. I wonder
    why
    they were standing there. It was almost as if they were waiting
    for
    something to happen.”
  



“

  
Very
  interesting,” Brian said. “My thoughts exactly.”



“

  
You
  know what they say: great minds think alike.”



“

  
Right!
  How about we focus on the statements you made in the initial
  interview?” Brian said.



“

  
Sounds
  delightful. Where do we begin?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
In
  your interview, you admitted to the detectives that you killed
  Annie
  Valentine,” Brian said. “Why did you do that?”



“

  
I
  most certainly did not.”



“

  
You
  did,” Brian said. “It says right here when you were talking about
  the victim’s head being removed. It reads as follows:



“

  

    
Detective
    Smith said, 
  


  

    
‘I
    agree, she had help. Was it you who helped her? Is this your
    confession to her murder?’
  



“

  
You
  replied,


  

    

    ‘Oh, Detective, I did far worse than murder her. You can only
    see
    the tip of the iceberg regarding what I did to her. In fact,
    killing
    her would have been the nicest thing I did to her.’
  


  

    

    
  


  
”



“

  
That
  is not a confession, Counselor,” Fredrick said.



“

  
How
  is it not?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  said I did things to her that were worse than killing her. Words
  are
  important, Counselor. Every single one of them.”




  
Brian
  analyzed Fredrick’s statement and went through the transcript
  again. “You’re right,” Brian said softly.



“

  
Of
  course, I am right,” Fredrick said. “I’ve been doing this for a
  long time.”



“

  
Okay,”
  Brian said. “Right here, it reads:



“

  

    
Detective
    Smith said, ‘Fair enough. Why did you kill her?’
  



“

  
And
  you replied,


  

    

    ‘Why not?’
  


  

    

    
  


  
”




  
Fredrick
  shook his head. “Again, that is not me admitting to killing
  little
  Annie Valentine. Those words are me asking Detective Smith why
  killing her would be a bad thing.”




  

    
Looking
    at the statement through an entirely new lens, Brian said, “Let
    me
    reread the entire interview. Give me a second.”
  




  

    
Fredrick
    leaned back in his chair. “All I have is time,
    Counselor.”
  




  

    
Brian
    read the interview transcripts repeatedly. He slowly looked up
    at
    Fredrick. “Nowhere did you admit to killing anyone. You make
    inferences, implications, and insinuations, but you never admit
    to
    killing anyone.”
  



“

  
Thataboy,”
  Fredrick said proudly.



“

  
What
  about the statement you made in court?” Brian asked.



“

  
Which
  one?” Fredrick asked.




  

    
Brian
    fumbled through his notes, frantically searching for the
    correct
    document. Fredrick looked as if he was bored and tapped his
    fingers
    on the table. 
  





  

    
Brian
    found the proper document. “On the first day of court, after
    the
    prosecution’s opening statement, you said, and I quote, 
  


  
‘As
  a matter of fact, I did kill those children, Counselor. I killed
  all
  of them. And yes, I did delight in killing them. It was perhaps
  the
  best work of my life.’ That right there is a confession,
  Fredrick.”




  

    
Fredrick
    looked at Brian in disappointment.
  



“

  
What?
  That is a confession,” Brian said. “You can’t say it
  isn’t.”



“

  
You
  cannot believe everything you hear, Counselor.”



“

  
What
  is that supposed to mean?” Brian asked.



“

  
John
  Mark Karr.”



“

  
I
  don’t know who that is,” Brian replied.



“

  
Google
  it,” Fredrick said.




  

    
Brian
    pulled out his phone, but Fredrick yelled, “On your own time,
    Counselor!”
  



“

  
Right,”
  Brian said.



“

  
You
  are consistently letting the facts distract you,” Fredrick said.
  “Reject them.”



“

  
They
  are important, Fredrick,” Brian said. “They will determine what
  is considered proven or disproven.”



“

  
In
  most cases, I would agree,” Fredrick said. “Not in this
  one.”




  

    
Confused,
    Brian looked blankly at Fredrick.
  



“

  
Listen
  to the following words,” Fredrick said. “Listen very carefully.
  Each one of them is important. 


  
Do
  not lose to the evidence. Win against the law.


  

    
”
  



“

  
You’ve
  said that before,” Brian said. “I am not sure what it
  means.”



“

  
Every
  law has a loophole, Counselor. Find the loopholes. Use the law
  against itself. The facts are important and will help, but they
  will
  not win this case.” Fredrick stood up, stretched, and yawned.
  “Wow,
  would you look at the time? Where does it go? It is time for my
  afternoon nap. Guards!”




“

  
Okay,
  I’ve recorded every word of this,” Brian said. “I will draw up
  an official statement, have you review it, and then we’ll both
  sign
  it and submit it for evidence.”



“

  
I
  suggest leaving the last part out, Counselor—privilege and
  all.”




  

    
Brian
    watched as Fredrick was shackled and taken away. He wondered if
    his
    ignorance was convincing to Fredrick.
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Brian
and Carolyn drove to his grandmother’s ninety-fifth birthday
celebration. During the drive, Brian reflected on the last family
gathering, recalling all the questions and bickering. He looked at
Carolyn. “You know, having dinner with your family was a good dry
run for this dinner with my family.”
  



“

  
We
  don’t know that the conversation will revolve around Fredrick,”
  Carolyn said. “I want to believe we can talk about other
  things.”



“

  
Don’t
  we?” Brian said. “Do you think everyone will talk about Grandma
  Gladys all day? I give it about ten minutes before someone starts
  asking questions or making accusations.”




  
Carolyn
  sighed and ran her fingers through Brian’s hair. “You’re
  probably right. However, I am certain that your grandmother will
  not
  tolerate it. As you know, she is the one who wears the pants in
  the
  family. At least we will have her on our side.”



“

  
I
  don’t think she will be on our side, per se, but I do agree she
  will not tolerate an in-depth conversation about
  Fredrick.”



“

  
Who
  is going to be there again?” Carolyn asked.



“

  
Well,
  let’s see—my grandparents, my parents, Uncle Dave, and Aunt
  Sharon. Who else? Shannon and Matthew will be there with the
  twins. I
  believe we’re supposed to attend as well, but we could always
  call
  out sick.”




  
Carolyn
  gave Brian a light slap on the leg. “Brian! This is your
  grandmother’s ninety-fifth birthday. We can’t miss it. You need
  to adopt a better attitude!”



“

  
My
  attitude is fine,” Brian said. “It’s their attitudes that worry
  me.”



“

  
Look
  at me!” Caroln said, her tone stern. “I don’t want to hear
  excuses. You are the better man, and you must act like it. I
  expect
  nothing less.”



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am,” Brian said.




  
After
  an uncomfortable silence, Carolyn changed the subject. “How is
  Jake
  doing?”



“

  
I’ve
  heard his third surgery went well,” Brian said. “It seems he will
  keep his arm after all. But the infection is still affecting him,
  so
  he isn’t out of the woods yet.”



“

  
That’s
  still great news, given the alternative,” Carolyn said. Closing
  her
  eyes, she offered a brief prayer: “Thank you, Jesus, for saving
  Jake’s life and preserving his body. Please help him recover from
  his infection and allow him to lead a normal life. Amen.”



“

  
First
  of all, he’s a lawyer,” Brian said. “He will never lead a
  normal life. Secondly, I’m pretty sure it was the hospital staff
  and surgeons who saved him.”



“

  
Brian
  Ross! You will take that back right now! You know very well it is
  the
  Lord who granted those doctors and staff the wisdom and
  technology to
  perform their miracles.”



“

  
You’re
  right. I don’t know why I said that,” Brian said.



“

  
You
  said that because of that vile man,” Carolyn said. “He is having
  a negative influence on you, and I don’t like it. I am worried
  about you!”



“

  
And
  here I am, concerned about what my family is going to say to me
  at
  dinner,” Brian said jokingly. “I’m not even there yet, and I am
  already being attacked.”



“

  
I
  am not attacking you! I am genuinely worried about you. You have
  changed since taking on his case, and it hasn’t gone
  unnoticed.”



“

  
I
  think you are right,” Brian said. “He’s making me a better
  lawyer. What’s wrong with that?”



“

  
Yes.
  I recognize that aspect of it as well,” Carolyn said. “And I am
  grateful you found your persuasive fire professionally. But he
  has
  also awakened a darker side of you, and I don’t particularly care
  for it.”



“

  
I
  am fine,” Brian said. “There is nothing to worry about.”



“

  
I
  just don’t want you to . . .” Carolyn paused and
  looked out the window.



“

  
To
  what?” Brian asked.



“

  
Never
  mind. It’s fine,” she said.




  
But
  Brian knew it wasn’t fine. “No. Say it. You don’t want me to
  what?”




  
Carolyn
  began to cry. “It’s just that I’m worried you’ll get lost
  again, and I may never find you.”




  
Brian
  gazed at her. “That is not going to happen. My mind hasn’t been
  this clear since before I was commissioned in the Navy. I feel
  good—better than good. For the first time in ages, I’m mentally
  well, and I won’t ever return to how I used to be. You know
  that.”



“

  
I
  don’t know anything,” Carolyn said.



“

  
You
  must know this,” Brian urged.



“

  
Do
  you promise me?”



“

  
I
  promise,” Brian said passionately. “I am not going
  anywhere.”



“

  
You
  better not, mister. I don’t want to raise our daughter alone. She
  needs her daddy, and I need you, too.”




  
As
  they entered his grandparents’ neighborhood, Brian said, “We’re
  about two minutes away. Do you want to fix your makeup? Your
  eyeliner
  is smudging a bit.”



“

  
Yes,
  thank you,” Carolyn said.




  
Brian
  and Carolyn pressed the doorbell. Leaning in, Carolyn gently
  kissed
  Brian on the lips. At that precise moment, the door swung open.
  





  
Uncle
  Dave pointed to Carolyn’s pregnant belly. “I’m pretty sure
  that’s how she ended up like that.” 





  
Carolyn
  and Brian both replied, “Hello, Uncle Dave.”




  
Dave
  led them into the living room, where the entire family awaited.
  After
  warm greetings and some belly rubs, Brian and Carolyn took their
  seats at the dinner table, followed by the rest of the family.
  





  
Although
  the gathering celebrated Gladys’s impressive milestone of turning
  ninety-five, the thoughts of the Reaper case loomed over everyone
  present. As Brian had feared, the discussion swiftly shifted to
  the
  case, prompting well-meaning but unwarranted suggestions and
  advice
  for Brian from everyone. 





  
Brian’s
  brother-in-law, Matthew, initiated the interrogation. “I can’t
  believe you are defending that murdering bastard!” 





  
Carolyn
  tried to steer the conversation away from Fredrick. “Matt, this
  isn’t the time or place to discuss this. We are here today to
  celebrate Gladys.”



“

  
What
  are you talking about?” Matthew said. “This is the perfect time
  to bring it up. Brian is right here. It’s not like I get to talk
  to
  him face-to-face every day.”




  
Carolyn
  pushed back. “We shouldn’t have this conversation in front of the
  children.”



“

  
Aunt
  Carolyn, we’re both sixteen, not six,” Charlotte said. “Plus,
  we’ve seen everything on social media. It’s not like we don’t
  already know about it.”



“

  
That
  may be so, but discussing the details of the case in front of
  kids is
  inappropriate,” Carolyn said.



“

  
I
  agree with Carolyn, honey,” Brian’s sister, Shannon, said. “This
  probably isn’t the right time for this discussion.”



“

  
C’mon,
  Mom!” Katriina said. “We have questions!”



“

  
Yeah,
  Mom. I get bombarded with questions at school every day,”
  Charlotte
  said. “I need to know how to respond.”



“

  
It’s
  fine,” Brian said. “Let them ask their questions.”



“

  
Are
  you sure? We don’t have to discuss this,” Shannon
  reiterated.



“

  
It’s
  no problem,” Brian said. “Go ahead and ask.”



“

  
Is
  it true?” Katriina asked timidly. “Did that man kill all those
  children?”



“

  
As
  his legal representative, I am not at liberty to discuss his
  guilt or
  innocence.”



“

  
Kids
  at school are claiming he has killed more than the nineteen
  children
  reported on television,” Charlotte said. “Has he murdered
  additional children elsewhere?”



“

  
Currently,
  Fredrick is not accused of any other crimes beyond those for
  which he
  is facing charges in Tampa.” This, of course, was not entirely
  accurate. Brian was aware of other victims, but his words were
  not
  dishonest. Fredrick had not been formally charged with further
  crimes.



“

  
But
  what if he has killed other children?” Charlotte asked.



“

  
Then
  we will deal with that when the time comes,” Brian said.



“

  
Did
  those children suffer?” Brian’s mother, Edna, asked.



“

  
No
  matter who killed them, yes, all of those children suffered
  immensely,” Brian said soberly.



“

  
Given
  his actions, he deserves to be taken out back and hung from the
  nearest light pole,” Matthew said.



“

  
It’s
  interesting you mention that, Matt. Fredrick accused the
  prosecution
  of wanting the same outcome. I suppose we could execute anyone we
  deem guilty. Who needs courts, rules, or laws? We could eliminate
  people based on our own beliefs. If someone is accused, the
  entire
  community could unite to kill them. What could go wrong? It
  shouldn’t
  be an issue for anyone.”



“

  
We
  did that once before,” Gladys said. “It was called the Salem
  Witch Trials.”



“

  
Grandma,
  what are the Salem Witch Trials?” Katriina asked.



“

  
In
  a small Massachusetts town, over two hundred individuals were
  accused
  of witchcraft during the Salem Witch Trials from 1692 to 1693. No
  evidence was provided; the only ‘proof’ came from the word of
  teenage girls. Tragically, twenty people were executed before the
  town recognized their hasty judgment was absurd,” Glady
  said.



“

  
I’m
  sorry, Gladys,” Carolyn said. “We didn’t intend to ruin your
  birthday party.”



“

  
At
  my age, nothing can ruin a birthday, dear,” Gladys
  replied.



“

  
I
  apologize, too, Gladys. Sometimes, Matthew says things without
  thinking.”



“

  
What?
  I said exactly what I meant,” Matthew said. “Someone had to say
  it.”



“

  
Say
  what exactly, Matthew?” Brian asked.




  
Shannon
  hit Matthew playfully on the head. “Be quiet. Do you have no
  respect for Grandma Gladys on her special day?”



“

  
Speak
  your mind, boy,” Grandma Gladys said, encouraging Matthew. “Get
  it all out.”




  
Matthew
  backtracked. “I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to cause a scene or
  hurt anyone’s feelings.”



“

  
Young
  man, I’ve seen and heard nearly everything imaginable,” Gladys
  said. “I am far too old to be offended by you. Just say what you
  came to say.”



“

  
Although
  I lack your experience, Grandma Gladys, and I may not possess the
  wisdom that your years offer, I’m confident that Matthew’s words
  won’t disturb me,” Brian said. With a somewhat unenthusiastic
  glance at Matthew, Brian said, “Please, continue with what you
  were
  saying.”



“

  
All
  I’m saying is, after seeing what that man has done, I don’t
  understand how you can sit there defending him and trying to get
  him
  found not guilty?” Matthew said.



“

  
Am
  I doing that? Trying to get him found not guilty?” Brian
  replied.



“

  
You’re
  defending him, aren’t you? Isn’t it the same?” Matthew
  pressed.



“

  
Is
  it?” Brian asked.




  
Brian’s
  father, Walter, interjected. “Son, I side with Matthew. While I
  understand you have a job, I can’t fathom why you are working so
  hard to defend this man?”



“

  
If
  you needed heart surgery, would you want the surgeon to give it
  less
  than his best just because he didn’t like you or thought you were
  undeserving?” Brian asked.



“

  
That’s
  not the same, and you know it,” Walter said.



“

  
It
  is the same,” Brian said. “Why should I perform my job poorly
  just because people disapprove of my client or what he may or may
  not
  have done? Shouldn’t I always aim to do my best, regardless of
  who
  my client is? Isn’t that what you taught me?”



“

  
I
  also taught you about morals and ethics,” Walter shot
  back.



“

  
Sorry
  to disappoint you, Dad,” Brian said, feeling frustrated. “My
  morals and ethics are not what’s at stake here; it’s Fredrick’s.
  You are projecting your judgments of Fredrick onto me. I didn’t
  hurt those children, yet I’m burdened by the guilt of having done
  so because of people like you.”



“

  
Honey,
  we’re not saying we think less of you for defending this man,”
  Edna said, reassuring Brian. “We appreciate the dedication you
  bring to your job, and we genuinely want you to excel in
  everything
  you pursue. Our concerns revolve around the costs and
  consequences of
  defending him. We worry about how this might impact you.”



“

  
You’re
  all so focused on how this will affect you and the family’s
  reputation,” Brian said. “You’re afraid of what others will say
  about your son, grandson, brother-in-law, uncle, or husband who
  defends the most despicable monster in US history. You fear that
  judgment. Well, guess what? I experience that damn judgment every
  single day. There’s no escaping it. So imagine my feelings when
  my
  own family imposes the same judgment they’re so eager to evade
  onto
  me. Consider how that impacts me. You are all hypocrites.”




  
Dave
  attempted to steer the conversation in a positive direction. “I
  believe it’s commendable that you are defending him, not for his
  sake, but for the publicity it will bring you. Clients will flock
  to
  you for representation. This could be your ticket out of the
  public
  defender’s office and toward starting the law firm you’ve always
  wanted.”



“

  
That’s
  a fantastic perspective, David,” Brian’s grandfather, Sylvester,
  said. “Brian, you should leverage the media attention to boost
  your
  career. Who cares about your client? There will always be more
  predators and psychopaths to defend. Take advantage of the free
  publicity while it’s available.”




  
Recognizing
  a natural pause in the conversation, Sharon took the opportunity
  to
  bring out the birthday cake. She set it in front of Gladys, lit
  the
  candles, and started singing “Happy Birthday.” Everyone joined
  in, and the family celebrated Gladys’s ninety-fifth birthday
  together. No further mention of Fredrick or the case was made for
  the
  rest of the evening.



 






 






 







  
As
  Brian drove them home, Carolyn fell asleep in the passenger seat.
  He
  pulled over, opened the passenger door, and gently reclined the
  seat
  to its lowest setting. He then retrieved a pillow from the trunk
  and
  placed it under Carolyn’s head. She mumbled something unclear,
  prompting a smile from Brian as he kissed her forehead. 





  
As
  he drove, Brian’s mind wandered, mostly to Fredrick. After
  several
  hours on the road, they finally arrived home. Brian carried
  Carolyn
  to the bedroom and tucked her in. He grabbed a beer and stepped
  outside, turning on the radio in his car before climbing onto the
  hood and leaning against the windshield. As he enjoyed his beer,
  he
  found peace in watching seagulls gracefully dive into the gulf.
  The
  radio played “A Long December” by Counting Crows, setting the
  perfect ambiance. 





  
Brian
  watched the sun set, filling the sky with a breathtaking array of
  autumn colors—vibrant oranges, fiery reds, soft yellows, and
  gentle
  pinks — spreading across the horizon. The rhythmic sound of the
  waves brought him tranquility. The salty scent and cool breeze
  completed this perfect sunset moment, offering Brian a welcome
  escape
  from his concerns about Fredrick. He thought to himself, 


  

    
This
    is why I love living in Florida. This is a good life.
  




  
Caught
  between his desire to excel as a lawyer and his ethical and moral
  beliefs, Brian reflected on his life. 


  

    
What
    went wrong in Afghanistan? Why did my wife die? What motivated
    me to
    become a lawyer? What does Carolyn find appealing about me? Why
    did
    Fredrick select me? What was Qwen doing at the scene? Why was
    that
    car playing “The Reaper” precisely at that moment? Why did all
    the letters Fredrick buried mention “The Reaper” twenty years
    before the media labeled him as such? Why did Fredrick confess
    to the
    murders in court? Why is Fredrick revealing details about the
    other
    victims to me? How am I meant to process that information? What
    does
    “Win the law” signify? What game is Fredrick playing?
  


  

  As Brian pondered these questions, answers started to
  emerge.




  
Brian
  sat up. “Half!” he said, referring to one of Fredrick’s
  riddles. “What is always present but never visible? Half.” He
  attempted to remember the question that prompted the riddle. “I
  informed him I was aware of thirty-eight victims and asked how
  many
  there were in total. The answer was half. I was correct. There
  are
  seventy-six victims.” Thrilled, Brian started tackling the other
  riddles.



“

  
Fredrick
  said, ‘Look within your past to see your future.’ What could that
  mean? Perhaps it relates to treasure chests, suggesting I should
  unearth old chests to find earlier victims. No, that doesn’t seem
  right. It’s also way too simple.” Stumped by the riddle, Brian
  turned to the next one: “Cut me in half, and you’ll have nothing.
  Turn me on my side, and you’ll have everything. Eight!” he
  exclaimed, excited. “Wait, what was the question I posed to him?
  Um . . . ‘How deep is the task?’ So, the answer
  must be eight. Are there eight steps in the task? No, that
  doesn’t
  make sense. There are more than eight. But eight is the answer.
  Perhaps that number signifies the remaining steps in the task
  since I
  asked Fredrick the question,” Brian reasoned. 




“

  
That
  must be it. We had eight more tasks to complete. Now, how many of
  those have we finished since then?” Brian tallied the steps his
  team had achieved. “Three! That means only one box remains!
  Right.
  Four boxes of nineteen total seventy-six. We need to find one
  more
  box.”




  
Brian
  felt a rush of excitement after solving two of the three riddles.
  


  

    
Everything
    is starting to make sense,
  


  

  he thought. “There are still so many questions without answers.
  I’m
  running out of time. Wait, Fredrick mentioned the hourglass and
  sand.
  Time is running out. What time? The trial? It’s about winning the
  case. That has to be it. Now, for the first riddle, ‘Look within
  your past to see your future.’ What does that mean? I’ll need
  help figuring that out. I’ll present my theory to the team
  tomorrow. Yes, it’s time to involve them,” he said.




  
Brian’s
  phone rang, breaking his deep thoughts. It was his grandfather,
  Sylvester. “Hello, Brian. Did you make it home safely?”



“

  
Yes,
  we’re back home now,” Brian said. “Carolyn is already asleep.
  I’m sitting outside, enjoying the sunset.”



“

  
I
  wanted to thank you and Carolyn for attending the party. Gladys
  was
  delighted to see you both. She asked me to let you know that you
  must
  bring the baby by as soon as she arrives.”



“

  
We
  still have a little time before she gets here, but we’ll visit at
  the first opportunity,” Brian said.



“

  
We
  look forward to meeting our great-granddaughter.”




  
Brian
  then sought his grandfather’s advice: “Grandpa, I’m at a
  crossroads and unsure of which path to take.”



“

  
What’s
  this about?” Sylvester asked.



“

  
I’m
  torn between my ethics and morals and my professional
  responsibilities.”




  
Brian’s
  grandfather reminded him of the grandson he once knew. “Son, you
  are a fighter and a natural leader. The Navy has strengthened you
  physically, mentally, and emotionally. Remember that training
  plays a
  crucial part in shaping your identity. You are a Navy SEAL. Never
  lose sight of that. You are an exceptionally talented and
  intelligent
  young man. Honestly, you’re smarter than anyone I’ve encountered.
  




“

  
You
  mentioned that this case has led you to question your ethics and
  morals. The Brian I know possesses strong ethical and moral
  principles. Don’t doubt yourself. You can distinguish right from
  wrong, and I trust you’ll always choose the right path. If others
  question your choices, forget them. You owe no explanations or
  justifications to anyone. 




“

  
I
  may not have all the answers and can’t dictate your actions. But
  I
  want to emphasize this: In whatever decision you make, you must
  be
  able to look yourself in the mirror afterward. You will live with
  the
  consequences of your choices for the rest of your life. Ensure
  you
  can accept those consequences. If you can’t, that’s your answer.
  Always trust your instincts and follow your heart. Do this, and
  you’ll be all right.”



“

  
Thank
  you, Grandpa,” Brian said. “That means a lot to me. I needed to
  hear that.” 




“

  
Brian,
  don’t worry about what your father said at dinner,” Sylvester
  said. “He’s simply trying to protect you in the best way he knows
  how. He loves you deeply. He may not express his feelings well,
  but
  they are genuine regardless.”



“

  
I
  understand. I didn’t take offense at anything that was said
  tonight. I’m just tired of having the same discussion with
  everyone
  I meet. It’s becoming monotonous.”



“

  
I
  can see that,” Sylvester said. “You don’t need to justify
  yourself to anyone, Brian. People will form their own opinions
  and
  beliefs that often don’t align with your efforts. To be
  successful
  in life, you must come to terms with this.”



“

  
So
  why do I continue to find myself in this situation?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
It’s
  simple, Brian. It’s a choice. Decide not to care. It’s that
  straightforward.”



“

  
Choose
  not to care what others think?” Brian asked.



“

  
That’s
  not what I mean,” Sylvester said. “You should consider others’
  opinions, but your response to them is your choice. You determine
  your feelings and reactions, not them. You can be considerate
  without
  allowing their views to affect you negatively.”




  
Brian
  reflected on this. “I manage my emotions and actions, not my
  surroundings.”



“

  
Exactly,”
  Sylvester said. “If I recall my Navy training, ‘The environment
  does not control me; I control the environment.’


  

  


  
”



“

  
That’s
  what you meant by recalling my navy training.”



“

  
Brian,
  you are, and will always be, a Navy SEAL. The uniform doesn’t
  make
  you a SEAL; it’s your training, experiences, camaraderie with
  your
  brothers, and your love for the Navy that define you. Embrace
  that
  identity. Be a SEAL every day. Stop hiding.”




  
Sylvester’s
  words triggered a memory of a conversation Brian had had with
  Fredrick. Fredrick had said, “Speaking of hiding, I want you to
  stop. It’s detrimental to us.” Brian pondered that, realizing
  Fredrick seemed to know everything about him. 


  

    
But
    how?
  


  

  he wondered.



“

  
It’s
  getting late,” Sylvester said. “I need to watch 


  

    
Wheel
    of Fortune
  


  

  with Gladys. It was great seeing you both. We love you.
  Goodnight.”



“

  
Goodnight,
  Grandpa,” Brian replied.




  
Brian
  was puzzled about how Fredrick knew so much about his private
  life—details he had never shared with anyone, not even Carolyn.
  How
  did Fredrick find this out? Who informed him? Was he involved in
  the
  questions Al Abboud asked? What was Fredrick’s game, and what was
  the purpose behind it? Brian found himself with no answers to
  these
  mysteries. While sipping his beer, he was taken aback when Pesty
  leaped onto the car, greeting him with a gentle, “Meow.”



“

  
Hey!
  How did you get out here? You know you’re not supposed to be
  outside!” Turning around, Brian noticed Carolyn in the doorway,
  clad in a flowing black sheer nightgown with nothing beneath
  it.



“

  
Are
  you coming to bed?” she asked.



“

  
Yes,
  ma’am,” Brian said, startled. He picked up Pesty and headed
  toward the house, kissing Carolyn as they both walked
  inside.
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Court:
Day Four, 
  
  

    

      
September
30, 2026, 6:56 a.m.
    
  



 






  

    
Waiting
for his weekly mental health session, Brian sat silently in the
waiting room, engulfed in guilt for pushing back the court’s start
time by an hour to fit in his therapy. This guilt weighed heavily
on
him, as he was unaccustomed to special treatment and felt
remorseful
for making the entire court wait. His anxiety intensified as he
anxiously glanced at his watch, replaying the morning’s events in
his mind to reassure himself that there was enough time between his
session and court. Restlessness took over, causing his right leg to
bounce nervously.
  



“

  
Mr.
  Ross,” Dr. Thompson called out, but Brian remained silent. He
  stood
  up, walked past her without a word, and entered her office,
  taking a
  seat as he waited for her to begin the session.




  
Dr.
  Thompson followed Brian into the room, closed the door, and
  settled
  at her desk. “Good morning, Mr. Ross. How are you today?” she
  asked.




  
Brian
  did not respond to her greeting right away. After a brief pause,
  he
  replied, “I am agitated.”



“

  
What
  makes you feel anxious?” she asked.



“

  
I
  am not anxious. I am agitated,” Brian clarified.




  
Dr.
  Thompson decided to engage further. “What do you think is causing
  your agitation?” she asked.



“

  
I
  had to request the court to change today’s start time from 7:00
  a.m. to 8:30 a.m. because of this therapy session.”



“

  
Why
  does that agitate you?” she probed.




  
Brian
  rechecked his watch. “Dozens of people have to adjust their
  schedules around my therapy session. They will be frustrated with
  me
  since they’ll have to work later. It reflects poorly on
  me.”



“

  
In
  what way does it make you look bad?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
It
  looks like I’m receiving special treatment.”



“

  
Brian,
  court dates are often arranged around other obligations and
  availability. You understand this. The court starting later for
  your
  medical appointment is not special treatment; it’s standard
  procedure. You requested a later time, the prosecution had no
  objections, and the judge approved it. How is that special
  treatment?”




  
Brian
  listened intently to Dr. Thompson.




  
She
  continued, “Moreover, you can’t assume that anyone will be upset
  about starting ninety minutes later. This change could allow them
  extra time to prepare in the morning, take their kids to school,
  have
  breakfast, or handle other tasks.”



“

  
Then
  why do I feel agitated?” Brian asked.



“

  
You
  keep glancing at your watch,” Dr. Thompson said. “Why is
  that?”



“

  
I’m
  afraid I’ll run out of time and be late for court,” Brian
  said.



“

  
Why
  are you concerned? You will have thirty minutes to reach the
  courthouse, which is only ten minutes away. Even in the worst
  traffic, you could walk there in twenty minutes, leaving you ten
  minutes to spare.”



“

  
I
  know. It makes sense in my head, but it hasn’t stopped me from
  being agitated,” Brian said.



“

  
Think
  about it like this: worrying that you will be late for court has
  made
  you anxious. You want to enter the courtroom feeling calm,
  collected,
  and confident, but recognizing that you feel anxious before court
  has
  even begun is making you feel agitated.”



“

  
So,
  I’m agitated because I’m anxious?” Brian asked.



“

  
Sort
  of,” Dr. Thompson said. “You have to go deeper. You are agitated
  because you feel anxious. Yes. But you are anxious because you
  think
  people will perceive you unfavorably in court because of the
  change
  in the start time. However, the change in the start time isn’t a
  known factor for most people affected. They have no idea why the
  change occurred. What we are left with is people in the court
  looking
  unfavorably upon you. Can you think of another reason people in
  the
  court would look unfavorably upon you?”



“

  
Fredrick,”
  Brian said.



“

  
I’m
  curious if your feelings of being viewed negatively extend beyond
  the
  courtroom,” Dr. Thompson said.



“

  
It’s
  as if you’ve been spying on me,” Brian said.



“

  
Just
  as you excel in your work, I like to believe I’m equally
  capable.”



“

  
I’m
  upset because I’m anxious,” Brian said. “My anxiety stems from
  concerns about how Fredrick affects others’ views of me. But it’s
  not about Fredrick; people are questioning my character because
  of my
  connection to him. I’m worried because they believe I’ve changed
  and turned into a monster myself.”



“

  
What
  people?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“ ‘

  
People’
  refers to everyone in court, the media, the public, my friends,
  and,
  of course, my family.”



“

  
We’ve
  discussed this already, but I’ll ask again: Do you genuinely care
  about what others think?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
I
  didn’t think I did,” Brian said. “Maybe I do?”



“

  
Whose
  opinion about Fredrick matters to you?” she asked.



“

  
What
  do you mean? I included everyone,” Brian said.



“

  
Did
  you?”



“

  
Myself?”



“

  
You’ve
  never given me a reason to believe you care about others’
  opinions.
  I believe the only opinion that truly matters to you is your
  own.”



“

  
That’s
  not true,” Brian said. “I value other people’s opinions. You
  make it sound like I’m self-centered.”



“

  
That’s
  not my point,” Dr. Thompson said. “When you face criticism or
  mockery, those opinions don’t seem to affect you. Why would they
  now?”



“

  
Once
  again, it’s like you’re spying on me,” Brian said. “I’ve
  been feeling conflicted lately.”



“

  
Go
  on,” she prompted.



“

  
I
  worry that my professional duties clash with my ethics and
  morals.”



“

  
We
  touched on this last session,” Dr. Thompson said. “I see it is
  still of concern for you.”



“

  
I
  guess it is,” Brian replied.



“

  
There’s
  a reason I referred to it as an enigma in our previous session,”
  Dr. Thompson said. “It’s complex to grasp. You have one value you
  cherish, yet there’s another that you also hold dear. However,
  pursuing one might detract from the other. You must decide,
  Brian.
  Firstly, determine which is more significant to you.
  Alternatively,
  you can seek a compromise that allows you to have both while
  accepting some detriments to each.”



“

  
Or
  a third option: have both without any costs,” Brian said.



“

  
Is
  that third option feasible?”



“

  
Not
  yet,” Brian said.



“

  
You
  need to weigh options one and two before time runs out. I
  understand
  your desire for option three, but if you can’t make it a reality,
  you must be ready to choose between options one and two.”



“

  
That’s
  interesting,” Brian said. “I hadn’t thought of fabrication as a
  possibility. I have always approached it as an all-or-nothing
  scenario. This is something I need to reflect on.”



“

  
Whatever
  you choose, it needs to be soon,” Dr. Thompson said. “You likely
  have less than a month remaining in this trial.”



“

  
Unless
  something unexpected happens, I believe you’re right,” Brian
  said. “Time is not on my side. I need to decide, create a plan,
  and
  put it into action. I have less than a month to make it
  happen.”



“

  
Oh,
  just standard work for a genius,” Dr. Thompson joked.



“

  
Thanks
  for the vote of confidence.”



“

  
By
  the way, you’re scheduled to present your case to the court soon,
  right?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
In
  five days,” Brian confirmed.



“

  
Are
  you prepared?” she asked.



“

  
What
  do you think I’ve been doing for the last fifteen weeks? Other
  than
  avoiding your appointments.”




  
Dr.
  Thompson laughed. “It feels like you read my mind.”



“

  
Yes,
  we’re ready,” Brian said.



“

  
Are
  you worried?” she asked.



“

  
About
  what?”



“

  
Your
  performance?” Dr. Thompson asked. “The outcome?”




  
With
  pride, Brian declared, “I never have performance anxiety.”




  
Dr.
  Thompson smiled. “I’m not going to comment on that.”



“

  
Regarding
  the outcome, it’s uncertain,” Brian said. “It could go either
  way. The prosecution must submit their case today, and they will
  have
  a rebuttal after I present mine. Unless something unexpected
  happens,
  I believe it’s fifty-fifty at best.”



“

  
Fifty-fifty?
  Considering the evidence I’ve seen in the media, doesn’t that
  seem overly optimistic?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
Anything
  is possible,” Brian said.



“

  
Have
  you had that recurring dream again?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
I
  did,” Brian said. “The one where the girl is walking backward.
  This time, I viewed her feet, legs, thighs, waist, and
  breast.”



“

  
Are
  you sure this isn’t some sort of sexualized fantasy dream?” Dr.
  Thompson asked.



“

  
I
  don’t believe it is,” Brian said. “I think it has something to
  do with Fredrick, but I have no idea how or why.”



“

  
Maybe,
  in time, it will reveal itself to you,” Dr. Thompson
  suggested.



“

  
I
  think it could be a memory I am struggling to remember. Either
  that
  or it’s just a weird dream that makes no sense.”




  
Dr.
  Thompson checked the time. “Duly noted. Our next session is on
  October 9th, 2026, at 7:00 a.m. Would you prefer to reschedule
  for
  the evening, possibly after the court hearing? Perhaps around
  7:00
  p.m.?”



“

  
Yes,
  that sounds fantastic,” Brian said. “Could we move the
  appointment I have on the 14th as well?”



“

  
Of
  course. I will see you next week, Mr. Ross.”



“

  
Good
  morning, Dr. Thompson,” Brian said.




  
After
  leaving the VA, Brian drove to the courthouse. While reflecting
  on
  his conversation with Dr. Thompson, he tried to stay positive and
  reassured himself that no one would be upset about the court’s
  start time being pushed back by ninety minutes. As he walked down
  the
  hallway toward the courtroom, he overheard a few police officers
  chatting.




  
One
  officer said, “I can’t believe we all have to work late
  tonight.”




  
Another
  officer said, “I know. I’m going to miss my son’s baseball
  game.”




  
A
  third officer lamented, “My wife told me not to bother coming
  home.
  I’ll be staying with her brother again. Looks like another couch
  night for me.”




  
Brian
  quickened his pace and slipped quietly into the courtroom. Ivan
  noticed him approaching the table and greeted him.



“

  
Boss,
  you hiding from CIA?” he asked.



“

  
What?
  CIA? No.”



“

  
MI6?”
  Ivan asked.



“

  
Huh?”
  Brian said.



“

  
If
  KGB, I know a guy.”



“

  
What
  are you talking about, Ivan?” Brian asked.



“

  
You
  sneaking to table,” Ivan said. “You hide from someone,
  no?”



“

  
I’m
  hiding from everyone, Ivan. They’re all upset that the court’s
  start time was set back by ninety minutes to fit my mental health
  session this morning.”



“

  
Good
  session with brain doctor?” Ivan asked.



“

  
I
  didn’t have brain surgery, Ivan. It was a mental health
  appointment.”



“

  
Mental
  health is brain. You see doctor about brain, yes?”



“

  
Everything
  went well, Ivan. I appreciate your concern.”



“

  
You
  want place bet on contempt?” Ivan asked.



“

  
Oh
  no!” Brian said. “I still owe the judge twenty-four hours in
  jail. You’ll need to find someone else for that bet, my
  friend.”



“

  
Jail
  in America like vacation,” Ivan said. “They make television, air
  conditioning, and three meals each day.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz approached the table, speaking unnecessarily loudly:
  “Thank
  you for making everyone work later today. I’m delighted we paused
  the whole trial to accommodate your mental health issues, Mr.
  Ross!”




  
One
  by one, the media began to stand, take photos, and record videos.
  All
  the officers and staff began to stare at Brian.



“

  
Boss,
  listen to her not,” Ivan said.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz persisted. “What did you discuss? Was it about your
  difficult experiences in Afghanistan or perhaps your struggles
  with
  alcoholism?”



“

  
My
  what?” Brian said.



“

  
Your
  drinking issue, Counselor,” Ms. Schlitz shouted. “Remember? That
  instance when you got behind the wheel while drunk, leading to
  the
  deaths of your pregnant wife and unborn child. If I had been the
  prosecutor, I would have sentenced you to prison for that murder.
  Correction, make that two counts of murder.”




  
Brian
  stood up to face Ms. Schlitz, closing the distance between
  them.




  
She
  continued to provoke him. “What are you planning to do? Strike
  me?”




  
Ivan
  stood up and tried to pull Brian away from Ms. Schlitz. “Boss,
  make
  distance greater!”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz further incited Brian. “It’s no surprise you’re
  defending such a vile and wicked client like Mr. Richardson. You
  are
  both the same—you’re both murderers and, unsurprisingly, both
  kill children. At least your client didn’t murder his child as
  you
  did. I suppose he has the upper hand there.”




  
Brian
  became enraged and struck Ms. Schlitz in the abdomen, leaving her
  breathless. Towering above her, he shouted, “You ever mention my
  wife and unborn child again, I will bring you to your
  end.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz struck Brian across the face. “How dare you assault me!”
  Her wedding ring left a profound scratch from his eyebrow to his
  chin. 





  
Brian
  clutched his face with his left hand and saw blood on his palm.
  Ready
  to retaliate, he raised his right fist, but Ivan seized his arm,
  preventing him from attacking. Several court officers quickly
  intervened, separating both parties. 





  
As
  the altercation was taking place, Fredrick was brought into the
  courtroom. He witnessed the physical conflict and, delighted by
  the
  scene, cheerfully remarked, “Counselor, I see you started our
  defensive fight without me.”



“

  
All
  rise for the Honorable Judge Renée Galloway!” the senior bailiff
  announced as Judge Galloway entered the courtroom. Everyone
  stood,
  and silence enveloped the room.



“

  
Good
  morning, everyone,” Judge Galloway greeted, glancing around the
  courtroom. Noticing the officers surrounding both the prosecution
  and
  defense teams, she asked, “What did the defendant do this
  time?”




  
Fredrick
  laughed. “He didn’t do anything this time, Your Honor. It was
  her,” Fredrick said, gesturing toward Ms. Schlitz.




  
Observing
  Brian’s face, Judge Galloway asked, “Counselor, are you all
  right? What happened to your face? Do you require medical
  assistance?”




  
Brian
  looked at Ms. Schlitz before answering. “Nothing happened, Your
  Honor. I must have nicked myself while shaving this morning. I’ll
  be fine; no medical attention is needed.”




  
Facing
  Brian, Ivan added, “Boss, you want one, maybe two
  stitches.”



“

  
It’s
  just a minor cut,” Brian shot back. “I’ll be fine. I’ll take
  care of it later.”




  
Judge
  Galloway turned to the prosecution. “Is that what happened, Ms.
  Schlitz? Should I believe that the opposing counsel’s flushed
  face
  and the scratch across it resulted from his shaving
  skills?”



“

  
If
  he claims he cut himself while shaving, Your Honor, then that
  must be
  true,” Ms. Schlitz replied.



“

  
You
  both understand there are cameras present in the courtroom,”
  Judge
  Galloway said. “If I wish to know what occurred, I can check the
  video.”



“

  
Nothing
  happened, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz confirmed.



“

  
You
  two are to maintain your distance throughout this trial,” Judge
  Galloway said. “Outside of legal matters, I don’t want you even
  to exchange ‘Good morning.’ The next person who provokes,
  intimidates, mocks, or engages in any other behavior toward the
  other
  person will face 30 days in jail and a ten thousand dollar fine.
  Is
  that understood?”




  
Both
  Brian and Ms. Schlitz affirmed, “Yes, Your Honor.”



“

  
Bailiffs,
  I require additional officers for these proceedings, this time
  for
  both defense and prosecution.”



“

  
You’re
  moving up in the world,” Fredrick said to Brian with a
  laugh.




  
Judge
  Galloway admonished Fredrick. “Mr. Richardson, do you find this
  amusing?”




  
Fredrick
  replied, “With all due respect, Your Honor, I’m accused of the
  most grotesque and twisted acts imaginable, yet you’re increasing
  security for both the defense and prosecution, and not me. I
  apologize, but I do find that quite humorous.”




  
Judge
  Galloway frowned at Fredrick. “Order in the court. The media must
  stop taking photographs and take their seats. Today is Wednesday,
  September 30th, 2026, and the time is 8:47 a.m. We will now
  continue
  the trial of the State of Florida versus Fredrick Edgar Allan
  Richardson. Is the prosecution ready to call their next
  witness?”



“

  
Good
  morning, Your Honor. The state is prepared to call Mr. Gerald
  Burch,”
  Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
Very
  well,” Judge Galloway said. “Please proceed.”




  
After
  Mr. Burch was escorted in and sworn in, Ms. Schlitz presented an
  exhibit. “Your Honor, I am holding exhibit N for the prosecution,
  which includes the coroner’s examination of each victim. May I
  approach the witness?”



“

  
Granted,”
  she replied.



“

  
May
  I approach opposing counsel?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
Do
  so carefully, Counselor,” Judge Galloway said. “I am observing
  you.”



“

  
Understood,
  Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said. She showed Mr. Ross the documents
  and then questioned Mr. Burch.



“

  
Mr.
  Burch, are you the coroner for Hillsborough County?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
I
  am,” he confirmed.



“

  
Did
  you perform medical examinations on all nineteen victims for this
  trial?”



“

  
I
  examined eighteen,” Mr. Burch said. “One victim’s body was not
  accessible.”



“

  
Please
  provide the names and wounds for each victim to the court,” Ms.
  Schlitz said. “Additionally, if known, please indicate each
  victim’s cause of death.”



“

  
The
  first victim I examined was 


  

    
Kimberly
    Bennett. The individual exhibited numerous thoracic and
    abdominal
    injuries. She sustained fractures to four ribs on the left side
    of
    her body. Additionally, she incurred fractures to two
    vertebrae,
    specifically the T12 and L1. Her left side femur, her right
    fibula,
    and both her left and right clavicles were fractured. She
    sustained a
    minor fracture in her temporal region, in addition to several
    loose
    teeth. She demonstrated indications of internal hemorrhaging to
    her
    liver, spleen, and intestines. Additionally, she exhibited
    indications of having been subjected to sexual assault with
    both
    vaginal and anal canal tears. Her body was adorned with
    numerous
    lacerations and contusions. I think there was no area exceeding
    half
    an inch that was devoid of a laceration or contusion. The
    contents of
    her stomach included chicken nuggets, fries, Coca-Cola, water,
    and
    traces of semen.”
  



“

  
Do
  we understand what caused her death?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
Kimberly
  passed away due to a condition called failure to thrive. In
  simple
  terms, her will to live diminished. She would have ultimately
  succumbed if her fractured temporal bone had not received proper
  treatment.”




  

    
Family
    members and the media sighed and grumbled loudly. Kimberly’s
    mother
    screamed and cried hysterically. 
  





  

    
Kimberly’s
    father yelled, “You sick son of a bitch. If I ever get my hands
    on
    you, I am going to kill you! You hear me? You’re fucking
    dead!”
  



“

  
Order!
  Order in the Court,” Judge Galloway yelled. “Bailiff, remove Mr.
  and Mrs. Bennett from my court.” 





  

    
Fredrick
    smiled and was humored by the interaction with the family.
    
  





  

    
Brian
    looked at Fredrick and whispered to him, “You need to stop
    smiling.
    Keep your happiness on the inside.”
  




  

    
Judge
    Galloway scowled at Fredrick but did not admonish him. Instead,
    she
    instructed Mr. Burch to continue.
  



“

  
David
  Spencer died as a result of asphyxiation,” Mr. Burch said. “He
  was discovered with a plastic bag covering his head. He exhibited
  indicators of mild cerebral damage resulting from oxygen
  deprivation.
  The heart, liver, and kidneys showed signs of deterioration due
  to
  inadequate oxygenation. His neck and face showed signs of
  bruising,
  abrasions, and petechiae, which are defined as small red or
  purple
  spots on the skin. The individual also exhibited subconjunctival
  hemorrhages in both eyes. This condition arises when the blood
  vessels in the eyes rupture. In light of these findings, it is my
  opinion that the child was subjected to repeated asphyxiation for
  days. He experienced both manual strangulation and suffocation.
  David
  also exhibited indications of having been subjected to sexual
  assault. The contents of his stomach included macaroni and
  cheese,
  Coca-Cola, water, and traces of semen.



“

  
Stephanie
  Cooper died as a result of blunt force trauma. She sustained
  significant cranial injuries, internal hemorrhaging, and damage
  to
  vital organs. I identified forty-seven fractured bones in her
  body.
  These encompassed her entire body, from her feet to her skull.
  She
  passed away due to cardiac arrest. Based on the assessment of her
  injuries and contusions, it is my professional opinion that she
  succumbed to fatal violence inflicted by an individual using
  their
  fists. In addition, she exhibited indications of having been
  subjected to sexual assault with both vaginal and anal canal
  tears.
  The contents of her stomach included vanilla ice cream, peanut
  butter, grape jelly, Coca-Cola, water, and traces of
  semen.



“

  
Svetlana
  Spassky sustained multiple bites from a water moccasin, also
  known as
  a cottonmouth. Based on the varying degrees of decay, she had
  been
  bitten numerous times over the course of a week. Her body
  exhibited
  swelling, minor and significant tissue damage, and necrosis.
  There
  was an observable amount of bleeding surrounding the puncture
  wounds.
  The cytotoxic properties of snake venom led to tissue necrosis
  and
  darkening of the skin surrounding the bite sites. The venom also
  resulted in significant muscle damage, which subsequently led to
  the
  release of muscle-specific proteins into the bloodstream, a
  condition
  known as rhabdomyolysis. Several of the bite sites exhibited
  signs of
  severe infection, identified as necrotizing fasciitis, commonly
  referred to as ‘flesh-eating disease.’ 




“

  
Ultimately,
  the venom brought systemic effects attributable to the
  neurotoxins,
  which impaired her nervous system and ultimately resulted in her
  death. In total, she exhibited seventeen bite sites, nine of
  which
  were classified as dry, indicating that no toxins were
  administered
  to her by the snake. Lastly, she also demonstrated signs of
  having
  been subjected to sexual assault with both vaginal and anal canal
  tears. The contents of her stomach included a chicken pot pie,
  chocolate pudding, fruit punch, water, and traces of
  semen.



“

  
Carla
  Dunn suffered 117 stab wounds. She sustained injuries to her
  hands,
  arms, chest, neck, back, and head. Sixteen of these seem to be
  defensive wounds on the hands and arms. 


  
Fifty-one
  of the wounds were inflicted upon her back. The tips of three
  distinct blades were found broken off and embedded in her bone.
  Numerous organs, including the heart, lungs, liver, kidneys,
  intestines, stomach, and gallbladder, were punctured. The depth
  of
  the wounds ranged from four centimeters to seven inches. The stab
  wounds resulted in Carla losing over 1,600 milliliters of blood,
  which constitutes more than 60 percent of her total blood volume.
  


  

    
Furthermore,
    she exhibited indications of having been a victim of sexual
    assault
    with both vaginal and anal canal tears. The contents of her
    stomach
    included pepperoni pizza, garlic bread, water, and traces of
    semen.
  



“

  
Amanda
  Jordan’s cause of death was determined to be drowning. A
  comprehensive examination of the subject’s body revealed frothy
  liquid present in both her mouth and nostrils, in addition to six
  milliliters of water located within her lungs. She had a
  substantial
  amount of water in her stomach, estimated at approximately three
  liters. Notably, foreign epithelial tissue was also found beneath
  her
  fingernails and was sent for testing. As with all the victims,
  Amanda, too, had been subjected to sexual assault with both
  vaginal
  and anal damage. The contents of her stomach included cheese
  ravioli,
  fruit punch, Oreo cookies, milk, an excessive amount of water,
  and
  traces of semen.



“

  
Brenda
  Gibson was burned and cooked alive. The autopsy showed numerous
  burn
  marks with objects of varying shapes. The objects possessed an
  intensity sufficient to penetrate the flesh and incinerate the
  bone.
  The presence of burn marks on the flesh and bone indicates that
  some
  of the items employed were knives, screwdrivers, and irons. Below
  her
  ankles and wrists, everything was burned entirely off. The heat
  was
  so intense that it melted the bones, indicating a
  high-temperature
  burn comparable to a blowtorch. Similar to several of the other
  victims, the duration of her assault extended over several days.
  The
  remains of her body were discovered in a compact industrial oven,
  where she was subjected to cooking at temperatures exceeding 800
  degrees Fahrenheit. Further examination revealed Brenda had been
  subjected to sexual assault with both vaginal and anal damage.
  The
  contents of her stomach included burnt marshmallows, graham
  crackers,
  chocolate, chocolate milk, water, and traces of semen.



“

  
Leo
  Rodriguez died as a result of being immersed in a large cauldron
  filled with boiling water. His skin had a leathery, stringy
  texture
  reminiscent of melted cheese, with peeling in numerous areas. His
  body exhibited significant swelling, was red, and presented
  blisters
  covering its entire surface. His eyes appeared cloudy, suggesting
  the
  likelihood of blindness. The internal lining of his throat and
  lungs
  was seared. The child’s gastrointestinal tract, liver, heart,
  kidneys, and intestines were all completely cooked. Upon further
  examination, it was discovered that he had tears in his anal
  canal
  and was therefore sexually assaulted. The contents of his stomach
  included boiled chicken, hard-boiled eggs, coffee, water, and
  traces
  of semen.



“

  
Kevin
  Morris was locked inside a three-foot by four-foot plastic tube
  inside a sewage pipe underneath the newly renovated Tampa
  International Airport. The tube slowly filled with urine and
  feces
  from the bathrooms above. Estimates suggest that it took between
  1.75
  and 2.75 hours to fill the tube. Kevin drowned in the excrement.
  Additionally, he displayed signs of having been subjected to
  sexual
  assault. The contents of his stomach included ground beef, corn
  tortilla, lettuce, tomato, American cheese, Pepsi Cola, water,
  urine,
  feces, and traces of semen.



“

  
William
  Henderson died on impact when he fell from a height of 537 feet.
  An
  autopsy showed virtually every single bone in his body was
  fractured.
  His cranium cracked open, and part of his brain was exposed.
  Abrasions to the bottom of his feet and knees suggest he was
  dragged
  and possibly pushed over the ledge of a high-rise building. In
  addition, he exhibited indications of having been subjected to
  sexual
  assault. The contents of his stomach included spaghetti and
  ground
  beef, tomato sauce, parmesan cheese, whole milk, water, and
  traces of
  semen.



“

  
Charlotte
  Sanchez was pressed to death. Weight was incrementally applied to
  a
  plank, crushing Charlotte beneath it. All of her ribs exhibited
  compound fractures. The child experienced a pneumothorax due to
  both
  of her lungs being punctured by the compound fracture of the
  ribcage.
  There was considerable damage to her heart and adjacent blood
  vessels, in addition to her liver and spleen. Additionally,
  Charlotte
  was subjected to sexual assault and demonstrated indications of
  trauma vaginally and anally. The contents of her stomach included
  creamed corn, applesauce, lemonade, water, and traces of
  semen.



“

  
Insects
  ate Suzy Lopez in a grotesque form of scaphism. The presence of
  milk
  and honey was observed in her stomach, as well as on her skin.
  Insects, including maggots, flies, wasps, beetles, and ants,
  infiltrated bodily orifices, such as the nose, ears, mouth,
  vagina,
  and anus. Insects, both internally and externally, gradually
  consumed
  her flesh. The autopsy showed infestations of the integumentary
  system, gastrointestinal tract, nasal cavities, as well as the
  urinary and reproductive systems. Suzy exhibited indications of
  having been sexually assaulted with trauma to both the vaginal
  and
  anal areas. The contents of her stomach included milk, honey,
  watermelon, cantaloupe, grapes, bananas, water, and traces of
  semen.



“

  
Aubrey
  Carroll’s autopsy showed she had thousands of needle marks all
  over
  her body, as well as hundreds of needles in her body at the time
  of
  death. A toxicology report identified the presence of heroin,
  cocaine, and methamphetamines. Minute traces of toxic substances,
  including household pesticides, Clorox bleach, and bromethalin—a
  type of rodenticide—were also detected in her blood. However,
  what
  ultimately led to her death was the presence of air in her veins,
  a
  condition referred to as air embolism. The circulation of blood
  from
  the heart to the lungs was impeded, resulting in a decrease in
  blood
  pressure, ultimately leading to cardiac arrest. Aubrey’s vagina
  and
  anus endured significant trauma. The contents of her stomach
  included
  dandelions, chickweed, cheese, crackers, water, and traces of
  semen.



“

  
Luke
  Morrissey died when canines mauled him. The presence of bite
  marks,
  lacerations, and puncture wounds exhibited characteristics
  consistent
  with those typically associated with a rottweiler, pit bull, or
  boxer. Some of his injuries had fully healed, whereas others were
  partially healed, and some remained fresh. Based on the healing
  and
  scar tissue, Luke suffered continual canine attacks for well over
  fourteen days. The last attack severed the carotid artery in his
  neck, and he suffered a massive external hemorrhage. Luke was
  also
  sexually assaulted. The contents of his stomach included ground
  beef,
  ground turkey, ground chicken, water, and traces of semen.



“

  
Christine
  Buckland sustained numerous bite marks resulting from rat
  attacks.
  Ultimately, she succumbed to rabies. Based on the prevailing
  knowledge regarding rabies and the extent of repetitive exposure
  to
  the disease, it is probable that Christine endured continuous rat
  bites for five to eight weeks before succumbing to the effects of
  rabies. She was sexually assaulted vaginally and anally. The
  contents
  of her stomach included rat flesh, peanut butter, sweet tea,
  water,
  and traces of semen.



“

  
Carrie
  McCabe was discovered at the base of an industrial vat filled
  with
  paraffin wax, a primary component in the production of wax
  crayons.
  Numerous hand-drawn illustrations depicting herself, her family,
  school, and friends embellished the exterior of the vat. The
  autopsy
  findings indicated the presence of wax in her lungs and stomach.
  The
  wax’s temperature and viscosity likely made it impossible for her
  to extricate herself from the situation. It is probable that she
  sank
  to the bottom swiftly and subsequently drowned. As per the other
  children, Carrie was also sexually assaulted in all of her
  orifices.
  The contents of her stomach included vanilla, strawberry, Rocky
  Road,
  mint, and cookie dough ice cream, as well as Skittles, Starburst,
  water, and traces of semen.



“

  
Karla
  Frankenstein died from extensive external and internal
  hemorrhaging
  caused by the removal of her arms, legs, and head. Each extremity
  was
  reattached to her body on opposite sides, with her head oriented
  backward. She exhibited signs that she had been sexually
  assaulted.
  The contents of her stomach included corndogs, twice-baked
  potatoes,
  deviled eggs, water, and traces of semen.



“

  
Annie
  Valentine was skinned alive and decapitated using a wood saw.
  Based
  on a microscopic examination, the damage to her tissues and
  organs
  suggests it required weeks to complete her skinning. Her body
  exhibited slight indications of infection and significant blood
  loss.
  Lacerations, abrasions, and ligament and tissue tears were
  observed.
  Death occurred when her head was severed from her torso. She had
  been
  sexually assaulted in all of her orifices. The contents of her
  stomach included bacon and eggs, toast, pancakes, syrup, orange
  juice, and traces of semen.



“

  
Finally,
  I would like to mention Mathew King. I was unable to examine
  Mathew
  King because his remains were not available. I viewed the video,
  which depicts a White Shark severing a child’s limbs. There was
  an
  extraordinary amount of blood loss, and the shark eventually
  consumed
  the boy’s head and torso. Even though the child experienced a
  substantial amount of blood loss, I hypothesize that the cause of
  death was asphyxiation resulting from being submerged within the
  shark’s oral cavity.”



“

  
Is
  there anything else you would like to add, Mr. Burch?” Ms.
  Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
There
  is an additional matter to address. It is the most extraordinary
  phenomenon I have ever encountered. I find myself at a loss for
  an
  appropriate clinical designation. Furthermore, I have not
  encountered
  any diagnosis of it in any medical journal I have perused. The
  only
  thing I can think of is to explain my observations in
  straightforward
  terms. Each of the victims exhibited a varying number of
  punctures in
  their anatomy, ranging from one to three. Each puncture was
  located
  at an arbitrary position. No two victims had punctures in
  identical
  locations. The punctures measured approximately 3 to 4 inches in
  diameter and were 7 to 8 inches deep. At first, I could not
  comprehend the nature or purpose of the punctures. 




“

  
Biological
  material was inside all of these punctures. Until further testing
  was
  completed, I had no idea what to make of it. Seminal fluid was
  identified as the biological material at the deepest part of each
  opening. It seems the offender created apertures in a victim’s
  leg,
  stomach, buttocks, arm, in any location to be precise, and
  engaged in
  sexual intercourse with the aperture. Throughout my professional
  career, I have yet to encounter anything that can be regarded as
  comparable.”



“

  
Let
  me see if I understand this correctly,” Ms. Schlitz said.
  “Someone
  cut a hole in the child’s body at a random location, inserted
  their
  penis, and had intercourse with the hole until they reached
  climax?”



“

  
Correct.”
  Mr. Burch said.



“

  
Were
  you able to distinguish if these cut marks occurred antemortem or
  postmortem?”



“

  
Regrettably,
  the evidence indicates that the children were alive at the time
  these
  events transpired,” Mr. Burch said.



“

  
Why
  didn’t you mention this earlier when you explained your
  examination
  of the children?” Mr. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  was unable to articulate the explanation in its entirety, and
  each of
  the victims experienced this. Consequently, I was reluctant to
  have
  to elucidate the matter eighteen times, as doing so once proved
  to be
  sufficiently challenging.”



“

  
Was
  a DNA test completed on the biological material?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
It
  was, but I cannot access the results,” Mr. Burch
  confirmed.



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor.” As she walked past Brian, Ms.
  Schlitz said, “Your client is reprehensible.”



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor!” Brian shouted. “Improper comment by the
  State.”



“

  
Sustained!”
  Judge Galloway said. “Ms. Schlitz, I find you in contempt and
  fine
  you one thousand dollars.”



“

  
It
  was worth every penny, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said. She sat
  down,
  gave Brian a nasty look, and mouthed, “Fuck you.” 





  

    
Brian
    said to Ivan, “She fucking hates me.”
  




  

    
Fredrick
    took the opportunity and began to sing Puddle of Mudd’s “She
    Hates Me.”
  




  

    
Judge
    Galloway shouted, “Order in the Court!”
  




  

    
Fredrick
    stood up and continued to sing.
  



“

  
I
  said order in the court!” Judge Galloway shouted. “You will sit
  back down and stop singing immediately. Bailiffs, quiet him down,
  now!”




  

    
Three
    bailiffs forced Fredrick back into his chair and secured duct
    tape
    over his mouth. Fredrick glanced at Brian, continued humming,
    but
    soon began hyperventilating.
  



“

  
Is
  that really necessary, Your Honor?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  am fed up with his disruptions, and this is an effective way to
  keep
  him silent,” Judge Galloway said.



“

  
As
  long as he doesn’t suffer a stroke or heart attack from oxygen
  deprivation, I guess it’ll do,” Brian said. “Your career is at
  stake here, not mine, Your Honor.”




  

    
Judge
    Galloway considered Brian’s remark and announced, “We’ll take a
    ten-minute break to let the defendant calm down. Mr. Ross, try
    to
    reason with him. Otherwise, he can feel free to have a heart
    attack.”
  



“

  
Calm
  down and relax,” Brian said to Fredrick. “I’ll get the tape
  off, but you need to sit quietly. Deal?”




  

    
Fredrick
    nodded in agreement. After the break, Judge Galloway observed
    Fredrick’s quiet demeanor and ordered the tape removed.
  




  

    
Brian
    stood. “No questions for the witness, Your Honor.” 
  





  

    
Fredrick
    glared at Brian and whispered, “Why didn’t you cross-examine
    the
    witness?”
  



“

  
What
  was I supposed to ask him?”



“

  
Ask
  him if he saw anything that tied the victims to the defendant,”
  Fredrick said.



“

  
Fredrick,
  the medical examiner did not imply you did anything. His
  statements
  were based on his medical findings of the bodies. Nothing more.
  Nowhere did he insinuate or infer you were responsible for what
  happened to those children. You know this.”




  

    
Fredrick
    smiled. “Perhaps I am just trying to see if you are following
    the
    trial. You are often so quiet. One can only wonder what
    thoughts are
    running through your mind.”
  




  

    
Brian
    looked at Fredrick, feeling a twinge of unease. He considered
    how
    much simpler it would be to eliminate Fredrick rather than face
    the
    hassle of this trial. It almost felt as if Fredrick could sense
    Brian's thoughts, which Brian knew was impossible. Still, the
    remark
    startled him.
  



“

  
The
  State wishes to call Mr. John Do as its next witness,” Ms.
  Schlitz
  announced. John Do was a short Asian man, standing 5’1” tall,
  with a round build and a distinctly receding hairline.



“

  
Mr.
  John Do . . . Are you seriously named John Do?” Ms.
  Schlitz asked quite rudely.




  
Disinterested,
  Mr. Do responded, “Yes, I am.”



“

  
That’s
  interesting,” Ms. Schlitz said. “I’ve never met a John Do who
  could talk.”




  
Fredrick
  piped up, “Is your sister Jane Do?” which earned a laugh from the
  audience.



“

  
Be
  quiet!” Judge Galloway commanded.



“

  
Actually,
  yes,” Mr. Do replied. “My sister’s name is Jane Do. I suppose
  my parents had a sense of humor.” Aside from Judge Galloway, the
  entire courtroom laughed.




  

    
Judge
    Galloway sharply reprimanded Ms. Schlitz, stating, “Counselor,
    you’d better watch your tone. Do not make fun of anyone else in
    my
    courtroom.”
  




  

    
Ms.
    Schlitz defended herself. “I wasn’t making fun of him, Your
    Honor. I think it’s pretty cool that his name is John
    Do.”
  



“

  
I
  don’t want to hear it!” Judge Galloway shouted.



“

  
Yes,
  Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz responded as she composed herself to
  begin
  questioning Mr. Do. “For the record, what is your area of
  expertise?”



“

  
I
  am a DNA scientist at the University of Florida—


  

    

      
Go
      Gators
    
  


  

    
—and
    I provide legal expertise in trials that involve DNA evidence,”
    he
    explained.
  



“

  
Were
  you able to test and analyze the DNA evidence for all the victims
  in
  this trial?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
All
  but one. No DNA evidence was submitted for Mr. Mathew King,” he
  answered.




  

    
Ms.
    Schlitz turned to the jury. “Right! That DNA would be somewhere
    in
    the belly of a shark in the Gulf of America.”
  




  

    
Judge
    Galloway admonished Ms. Schlitz. “You are in contempt! Your
    disrespectful attitude is increasingly frustrating me,
    Counselor.
    Keep it up, and my next call will be to the Florida Bar! You
    are
    fined one thousand dollars.”
  




  

    
Undeterred,
    Ms. Schlitz asked, “Of the remaining eighteen victims, did you
    analyze all their DNA?” 
  




“

  
Yes,”
  Mr. Do affirmed.



“

  
Did
  you compare those findings to the DNA of the defendant, Mr.
  Fredrick
  Edgar Allan Richardson?” 




“

  
Yes.”
  




“

  
What
  were the results?” she followed up.



“

  
First,
  we tested all of the victims’ DNA against one of their paternal
  parents to confirm their identities, and all of them matched,”
  Mr.
  Do said. “Second, we compared the DNA from the semen specimens
  found in each victim with the defendant’s DNA, and there was a
  match in all cases.”



“

  
How
  certain are you about the match?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
It
  was a 99.9999 percent match. The chance that the DNA belongs to
  someone other than Mr. Richardson is one in a
  quintillion.”



“

  
Quintillion?
  That means one followed by eighteen zeros?”



“

  
Correct,”
  Mr. Do confirmed.



“

  
With
  only nine billion people on Earth, can we safely conclude no one
  could have matching DNA from the semen found in the victims,
  apart
  from Mr. Richardson?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  would agree with that, yes.”



“

  
So,
  your findings indicate that Mr. Richardson’s DNA was present
  inside
  all eighteen victims?”



“

  
Yes,
  Mr. Richardson’s DNA was discovered inside all eighteen victims,”
  Mr. Do said.



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.




  

    
Brian
    whispered to Ivan, “You take this.”
  




  

    
Ivan
    stood up. “Mr. Doo, does your . . .”
  




  

    
John
    interrupted Ivan. “It’s pronounced 
  


  

    

      
doe
    
  


  

    
,
    like a female deer, d-o-e.”
  



“

  
My
  apologies, Mr. Do. Does finding provide proof defendant killed
  the
  young victims?”



“

  
No.”



“

  
Does
  your finding make proof defendant make deposit his DNA inside
  little
  victims?” Ivan asked.



“

  
How
  else would it get there?” Mr. Do responded.



“

  
Objection!”
  Brian said. “The answer is not responsive.”



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said. “Mr. Do, you must answer the
  question.”



“

  
No.”



“

  
So,
  DNA could make deposit by someone other than defendant? Maybe
  using
  Turkey’s tunnel tube,” Ivan said.



“

  
Objection!”
  Ms. Schlitz said.




  

    
Judge
    Galloway turned to Ms. Schlitz. “I’ve got this. A what, Mr.
    Smirnov?”
  



“

  
I
  know not English word,” Ivan said. “Tube shape like tunnel. Make
  during turkey holiday. Giving of thanks!”



“

  
A
  baster, Mr. Smirnov?” Judge Galloway suggested. 





  

    
Ivan
    looked at Brian for confirmation. Brian nodded in agreement
    with
    Judge Galloway. “Yes, baster,” Ivan confirmed.
  



“

  
I’m
  sorry,” Mr. Do said. “Can someone please repeat the
  question?”



“

  
Is
  it possible, person other than defendant make deposit of DNA in
  little victims, using device such as turkey baster?” Ivan
  asked.



“

  
Yes,
  I believe that is possible,” Mr. Do said.




  

    
Ivan
    pressed for clarification. “You suppose it possible, or is
    possible. Which do you say?”
  



“

  
It
  is indeed possible,” Mr. Do said.



“

  
To
  summary, your special scientific DNA test only prove DNA belong
  defendant,” Ivan said. “It not prove defendant killed little
  victims. It not prove defendant deposit DNA in little
  victim.”



“

  
Correct,”
  Mr. Do acknowledged.



“

  
Your
  Honor, Ivan make no more question.”



“

  
We
  will take a fifteen-minute break,” 


  
Judge
  Galloway said.


  

    

    “It is now 3:30 p.m., and court will resume at 3:45
    p.m.”
  




  

    
Brian
    turned to Ivan. “Ivan, how do you feel about taking some
    English
    classes?”
  



“

  
I
  attend English class every evening,” Ivan said. “I watch
  MTV.”



“

  
I
  wouldn’t consider that real English, Ivan. I’ll enroll you in
  proper English classes at the University of Tampa,” Brian
  said.



“

  
Okay,
  Boss. Whatever make Ivan better.”




  

    
Fredrick
    observed the gallery, watching people come and go, and became
    very
    excited. “Oh, the real fun is about to begin. The prosecution
    is
    about to call the psychologist. I look forward to hearing what
    she
    has to say. Pay attention, gentlemen.”
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Judge
Galloway called the court back into session. “The proceedings of
The State of Florida versus Fredrick Richardson are now resumed.
Please call your next witness, Ms. Schlitz.”
  



“

  
Your
  Honor, the state calls Mrs. Lorna Eddleston,” Ms. Schlitz
  said.



“

  
Please
  state your name and profession for the record,” Ms. Schlitz
  requested.



“

  
My
  name is Lorna Eddleston, and I am a psychology professor at the
  University of South Florida. Additionally, I run a private
  practice
  where I treat patients with severe personality disorders.
  Occasionally, I provide expert testimony in cases like
  this.”



“

  
Have
  you had a chance to meet with the defendant?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
I
  have, indeed,” she confirmed.



“

  
Did
  you carry out a psychological evaluation of him?” Ms. Schlitz
  probed further.



“

  
Yes,
  I did.”



“

  
Can
  you share your findings with the court?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.




  
Fredrick
  leaned over to Brian and whispered, “Pay attention. You may learn
  something about yourself.”



“

  
A
  prevalent societal misconception about serial killers is that
  they
  are ‘evil geniuses.’ In the case of Mr. Fredrickson, this
  assertion is true,” Mrs. Eddleston said. “Mr. Richardson is very
  unique. He is a unicorn in the world of psychology. He is both a
  psychopath and a genius. But he is more than that. He exhibits a
  multitude of psychological characteristics, which render it
  challenging to ascertain a singular focus of attention. 




“

  
Firstly,
  his intellectual quotient is remarkable, reportedly measuring
  264, a
  phenomenally elevated figure. Due to this elevated IQ, Mr.
  Richardson
  experiences heightened emotional sensitivity, resulting in a
  capacity
  to feel emotions more intensely than the average individual. To
  illustrate, if a typical individual were to express love, and
  this
  emotion were quantifiably assessed, it might register at 100.
  




“

  
In
  contrast, for individuals like Mr. Richardson, such an expression
  of
  love could be quantified at 1,000. This intensified emotional
  state
  often leads individuals of his kind to experience social
  isolation as
  they struggle to connect with peers or like-minded individuals.
  




“

  
I
  believe that Mr. Richardson harbors a fascination with Brian
  Ross, as
  he may represent one of the few individuals whose mindset closely
  aligns with his own. It is possible that Mr. Richardson
  orchestrated
  his arrest to facilitate an encounter with Brian Ross. Although
  this
  may appear trivial to external observers, for Mr. Richardson, the
  opportunity to meet someone capable of critical analysis and
  intellectual engagement akin to his own has long been an
  aspiration. 




“

  
Before
  meeting Brian Ross, Mr. Richardson experienced considerable
  loneliness. Due to this loneliness, I posit that Mr. Richardson
  refers to his victims as ‘his children’ due to his genuine
  perception of them in that manner. Given his extraordinary
  memory, he
  carries them with him at all times. While these children may be
  considered deceased by societal standards, in Mr. Richardson’s
  mind, they remain alive and are present within his psyche,
  ensuring
  that he never experiences solitude.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz interrupted. “He got himself arrested so he could meet
  Mr.
  Brian Ross? His arrest wasn’t a mistake, but deliberate?”



“

  
What
  leads you to the conclusion that his arrest was erroneous?” Mrs.
  Eddleston asked. “I just informed the court that it was a
  premeditated act. This individual does not engage in actions
  without
  intention. Are you familiar with the concept of chess players
  anticipating five or six moves ahead of their adversaries? Mr.
  Richardson is calculating fifteen to twenty moves ahead of his
  competitors. Mr. Richardson is present in the court because he
  chooses to be, not due to a fortunate capture by the
  police.”




  
Fredrick
  hooted with excitement. “This is getting good. Can someone bring
  me
  popcorn?”




  
Before
  Judge Galloway had a chance to reprimand Fredrick, Mrs. Eddleston
  added, “Overexcitability is another characteristic he exhibits.
  He
  demonstrates extreme reactions and intensities across multiple
  areas,
  including psychomotor, sensory, intellectual, imaginative, and
  emotional. When presented with an action, Fredrick’s brain
  calculates hundreds of possible responses, and when one occurs,
  he is
  excited, and his brain and body react before he can prevent it.
  




“

  
In
  other words, it is comparable to Tourette’s Syndrome. As with
  Tourette’s, Fredrick feels a distinct sensation or urge before
  something happens. After his brain carefully analyzes and
  considers
  all possible responses, he finds himself compelled to take action
  to
  ease that feeling. This is completely involuntary. However,
  unlike
  others with very high IQs, Fredrick lacks intense empathy for
  others.
  He shows no empathy at all. In this respect, he is fundamentally
  a
  psychopath. 




“

  
Mr.
  Richardson likely experienced a period marked by underachievement
  due
  to a lack of challenge or engagement. This lack of challenge may
  have
  prompted Mr. Richardson to commence his acts of killing as a
  means to
  test himself against the rules and laws of society. As you can
  see,
  Mr. Richardson appears to experience significant difficulty in
  conforming to societal expectations and norms.



“

  
He
  is engulfed in hopelessness, as he perceives himself to be the
  sole
  individual on the planet with such feelings. In an attempt to
  alleviate this depression and grief, he resorts to taking the
  lives
  of others. Not because he wants to kill them, but because he
  wants to
  keep them. Consequently, the individuals he kills will remain
  with
  him for the entirety of his existence. Because Mr. Richardson
  experiences existential depression as a result of his isolation
  and
  absence of peers or friends, the fulfillment he reaches by
  killing
  people relieves his isolation.



“

  
You
  mentioned Mr. Richardson is a psychopath?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
Yes,”
  Ms. Eddleston replied.



“

  
Please
  go on,” Ms. Schlitz urged.



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson exhibits difficulty in comprehending or empathizing
  with
  the emotions of others. When he harms someone or causes their
  death,
  he recognizes their fear and emotions. However, he is unable to
  perceive them as individuals possessing feelings. Let me give you
  an
  example. The majority of individuals consume fried chicken, and
  very
  few, if any, express remorse for the chicken as they eat it. For
  Mr.
  Richardson, humanity is likened to the chickens.”




  
Fredrick
  started making chicken sounds. “


  

    
Bock
    bock bock bock bock bock bock
  


  
.”



“

  
Counselor,
  you are in contempt of court and are fined one thousand dollars,”
  Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Thank
  you, Your Honor,” Brian said.



“

  
Are
  you saying Mr. Richardson eats his victims?” Ms. Schlitz asked.
  “Is
  he a cannibal?”



“

  
No,
  not at all,” Mrs. Eddleston said. “What I articulated was that
  Mr. Richards perceives his victims in a manner akin to how we
  regard
  a piece of fried chicken, devoid of any remorse or empathy for
  its
  demise.”




  
Fredrick
  began to fake cry. “Boo-hoo, the poor chickens.”



“

  
Counselor,
  you are again in contempt and are fined one thousand dollars,”
  Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Thank
  you again, Your Honor,” Brian said.



“

  
As
  observed, Mr. Richardson demonstrates the ability to exhibit
  emotions,” Mrs. Eddleston said. “However, these emotions are
  superficial and lack genuine depth. He appears to be incapable of
  forming authentic emotional connections with others. Furthermore,
  based on his most recent outburst, it is evident that Mr.
  Richardson
  possesses inadequate impulse control. The majority of serial
  killers
  pursue their desires without reflecting upon the potential
  consequences. Mr. Richardson distinguishes himself by carefully
  considering the consequences of his actions. 




“

  
That
  being said, when he exhibits disruptive behavior, such as in his
  outbursts in court, it is not due to a failure to consider the
  consequences. Rather, it indicates his indifference to them.
  Nonetheless, the absence of impulse control remains apparent. We
  are
  present in court today to address the matter of nineteen children
  whom Mr. Richardson allegedly killed. Considering Mr.
  Richardson’s
  age, I propose that someone of his age, character, and intellect
  may
  be responsible for the deaths of a significantly greater number
  of
  people than said.”



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor!” Brian said. “This is speculation. The witness has no
  justification for asserting that Mr. Richardson has murdered more
  than the nineteen victims he is currently accused of.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, the witness was making generalized statements regarding
  serial
  killers,” Ms. Schlitz said. “Although these statements were not
  explicitly directed toward the defendant, should the defendant be
  found guilty, he would be classified as a serial killer.
  Consequently, the witness’s generalization would apply to him as
  well.”



“

  
Objection!”
  Brian said. “The defendant has not been found guilty and,
  therefore, cannot be classified or categorized as a serial
  killer.
  Doing so prematurely will bias the jury and confuse them before a
  verdict has been made.”




  
Judge
  Galloway weighed the points made. “Mr. Ross, I understand and
  appreciate your argument. Although I concur that the defendant
  has
  not been proven guilty and thus cannot be labeled a serial
  killer, I
  will permit the generalization regarding serial killers to
  remain.”
  Turning to the witness, Judge Galloway instructed, “Please
  proceed
  with your testimony.”




  
With
  impeccable timing, the media began grumbling and talking amongst
  themselves. Phones throughout the court vibrated. Several
  journalists
  suddenly exited the courtroom. Judge Galloway noticed the
  disturbance. “Order! What is all this commotion?”




  
Kelly
  Simmons of Bay News 9 stood up. “Your Honor. We are getting
  reports
  that nineteen more bodies were discovered in central Florida, and
  the
  DNA results match that of the defendant, Mr. Richardson.”




  
The
  media went into a frenzy, taking dozens of photos of Mr.
  Richardson,
  who, shockingly, stood up and held out his arms as if embracing
  the
  media attention. With a big smile, Fredrick blew kisses to the
  cameras.



“

  
Sit
  down, Mr. Richardson!” Judge Galloway demanded. Brian and Ivan
  both
  assisted in returning Fredrick to his seat.




  
Judge
  Galloway evaluated the information presented. “If this is true,
  it
  has no bearing on this trial. No bodies discovered outside the
  jurisdiction of this court will be of concern to this court. We
  will
  proceed with the trial. I instruct the media to either vacate the
  premises or maintain silence. Please continue your testimony,
  Mrs.
  Eddleston.”



“

  
Having
  an audience is essential for perpetrators,” Mrs. Eddleston said.
  “Not only does it function as a mechanism to enhance their
  fragile
  egos, but it also demonstrates their strength, virility, and
  masculinity to society. The attention influences their psyche,
  instilling confidence and nurturing their fantasies and desires.
  Consequently, the likelihood of recidivism is considerably
  heightened. As I previously indicated, Mr. Richardson likely has
  committed homicides beyond the nineteen children of which we are
  aware. He derives enjoyment from killing. Consequently, he lacks
  the
  impulse to refrain from such actions. 




“

  
Mr.
  Richardson also possesses an inflated sense of self-worth. He
  genuinely perceives himself as a more advanced individual,
  believing
  that others are inferior not only in intellect but also in
  intrinsic
  value,” Mrs. Eddleston said. “Unlike the majority of serial
  killers, Mr. Richardson does not exhibit tendencies to deceive.
  Whereas most serial killers are pathological liars, Mr.
  Richardson
  consistently presents the truth. It is essential to clarify,
  however,
  that Mr. Richardson is exceedingly manipulative and possesses
  remarkable skills in influencing and controlling others to act in
  accordance with his desires. This manipulation includes
  redirecting
  discussions toward truths and information he wishes to conceal
  from
  your awareness. In common with other serial killers, Mr.
  Richardson
  exhibits an uncontrollable propensity for violence and engages in
  criminal behavior. He shows a complete disregard for laws,
  regulations, and societal norms. Instead, he adheres to internal
  standards. Furthermore, akin to other serial killers, Mr.
  Richardson
  can project a facade of charm. He may outwardly seem pleasant,
  courteous, and even delightful, thereby effectively concealing
  his
  true character or the monster within.



“

  
Sexually
  speaking, Mr. Richardson is attracted to men, women, and
  children,”
  Mrs. Eddleston said. “Currently, there is no clinical diagnosis
  for
  this disorder. However, it is loosely associated with pedophilia,
  pansexuality, omnisexuality, and plurisexuality. Pedophilia
  refers to
  the attraction to children, pansexuality refers to the attraction
  to
  all genders, omnisexuality refers to the attraction to people of
  all
  genders and sexes, and plurisexuality refers to the attraction to
  multiple genders. Mr. Richardson falls a little into each
  classification. However, he doesn’t see his partners or victims
  as
  men, women, or children. He views all of them simply as an
  orifice
  where he can deposit his semen and fulfill his sexual desires.
  Again,
  there is no clinical diagnosis of this disorder.



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson is diagnosed with antisocial personality disorder,
  often
  referred to as sociopathy, a.k.a. a sociopath,” Mrs. Eddleston
  said. “Like psychopathy, this condition is characterized by a
  blatant disregard for laws and the rights of others, combined
  with an
  absence of remorse. Mr. Richardson not only lacks empathy for his
  victims but also feels no guilt for having killed them. When
  others
  express distress over his actions, he struggles to comprehend
  their
  feelings. It’s as alien to him as a foreign language would be to
  us. He distorts and rationalizes his behavior by his personal
  beliefs
  and values. Those who can justify their actions are more likely
  to
  repeat them, indicating that Mr. Richardson will likely continue
  to
  inflict harm and take lives for the remainder of his life.



“

  
The
  majority of serial killers possess specific selection criteria
  for
  their victims,” Mrs. Eddleston said. “It was my impression that
  Mr. Richardson preferred smaller, more vulnerable individuals,
  specifically children. However, in consideration of newly
  acquired
  information, this assertion may not reflect the truth. I would
  greatly appreciate an examination of the demographics of the
  additional victims. Given the possibility of more victims, I
  surmise
  that they may extend beyond the category of child victims, as
  evidenced by the incidents observed here in Tampa. I now believe
  that
  Mr. Richardson perceives all individuals as potential prey rather
  than exclusively targeting children.”




  
Fredrick
  whispered to Brian, “She is perfect.”




  
Mrs.
  Eddleston continued. “Upon examining Mr. Richardson’s childhood,
  it becomes evident that he does not exhibit the behaviors
  commonly
  associated with many serial killers at a young age. The
  ‘MacDonald
  Triad’ encompasses a series of behaviors that most serial killers
  engage in, which include bedwetting, animal cruelty, and
  pyromania.
  While it is typical for serial killers to display all three of
  these
  behaviors, Fredrick displays none of them. Furthermore, although
  many
  serial killers emerge from broken homes and experience abuse,
  Fredrick was not subjected to abuse, trauma, or neglect. He was
  raised in a nurturing and safe environment where he received
  ample
  support and care.



“

  
Furthermore,
  as previously mentioned, Mr. Richardson demonstrates a lack of
  impulse control regarding the infliction of harm and acts of
  killing,” Mrs. Eddleston said. “He cannot cease these behaviors,
  nor does he express any desire to do so. Additionally, he seems
  unable to prevent himself from thinking of further acts of
  murder.
  Mr. Richardson experiences paraphilia, characterized by recurrent
  and
  intense fantasies or sexual urges that involve specific
  paraphilic
  behaviors. In his case, the behaviors are associated with
  suffering
  and death. He appears to be motivated by a desire for degradation
  and
  humiliation, as well as exerting power and control over his
  victims. 




“

  
Fredrick
  is a genuine sadist. He thoroughly enjoys harming others. He
  relishes
  thinking about it, planning it, and inflicting pain and suffering
  on
  his victims. While he shows no remorse or empathy for them, he
  gains
  emotional and intellectual rewards from harming and killing
  others.
  He derives considerable satisfaction from inflicting pain on
  others.
  He is equally capable of deriving enjoyment from causing harm to
  others without any associated sexual arousal. Merely
  contemplating
  the act of harming or terminating the life of another individual
  can
  yield intrinsic rewards for Mr. Richardson. I imagine that at
  this
  very moment, seated in this courtroom, Mr. Richardson is
  indulging in
  fantasies of inflicting harm and killing members of this
  court.”




  
Fredrick
  smirked mischievously at Ms. Schlitz. While gazing at Mr.
  Richardson,
  Ms. Schlitz posed the question, “How does Mr. Richardson choose
  his
  victims?”



“

  
Objection!”
  Brian said. “Mr. Richardson has not been found guilty of any
  crimes, Your Honor.”



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said. “Please rephrase the question.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz then clarified her question. “Based on your analysis of
  Mr.
  Richardson, how could a serial killer with a similar
  psychological
  profile select potential victims?”



“

  
He
  is exceptionally methodical,” Mrs. Eddleston said. “Each victim
  serves a purpose within a broader grand scheme. I believe he
  systematically identifies potential victims in advance,
  formulates a
  strategic plan, and then hunts them. Most of the victims are
  targets
  of opportunity that present themselves, provided they align with
  the
  parameters of his desired plan. He exhibits a dual nature of
  being
  both impulsive and organized. While he undertakes calculated
  risks,
  he is also inclined to act on opportunities as they arise,
  demonstrating his impulsiveness. 




“

  
Nonetheless,
  even this impulsiveness is characterized by careful planning and
  reasoning,” Mrs. Eddleston said. “He will have considered all
  potential possibilities. Once he secures a victim, he
  meticulously
  studies them and identifies their greatest fears. Once he knows
  their
  greatest fear, he inflicts the utmost terror upon his victims as
  a
  reward. Fear is a reward that the serial killer values above all
  else. This elucidates the rationale behind each victim possessing
  a
  distinct method of killing. If he determines that a victim is
  apprehensive about water, they will be drowned. Those who harbor
  a
  fear of needles will undergo numerous poking and injections,
  amounting to thousands of pokes throughout their experiences. He
  possesses exceptional skills at identifying an individual’s most
  profound fear, and he will compel them to confront it as they
  meet
  their demise.



“

  
A
  final point worthy of consideration is that numerous definitions
  of a
  disorder encompass symptoms characterized as behaviors or urges
  that
  have been acted upon or have resulted in significant distress or
  impairment in social, occupational, or other critical domains of
  functioning,” Mrs. Eddleston said. “This characterization does
  not pertain to Fredrick. His capacity to inflict harm, perpetrate
  acts of sexual violence, engage in homicide, manipulate, or
  otherwise
  has no observable effect on his overall functioning or
  achievements
  in life. As previously articulated, Mr. Richardson possesses a
  distinct uniqueness. He exhibits characteristics of both
  psychopathy
  and sociopathy. 




“

  
However,
  he does not manifest all the attributes associated with either
  condition,” Mrs. Eddleston said. “He demonstrates a treacherous
  combination of the most detrimental characteristics of both,
  rendering him an exceedingly dangerous individual. I assess that
  his
  exceptionally high level of intelligence enables him to oscillate
  between exhibiting the traits of a sociopath and those of a
  psychopath, adapting to whichever persona fulfills his ambitions.
  He
  enjoys good health, considerable wealth, physical attractiveness,
  intellectual prowess, and cunning, while exhibiting a notable
  lack of
  empathy and remorse. He embodies the epitome of a predator. I
  find
  him quite fascinating.”



“

  
Based
  on Mr. Richardson’s psychological profile, is it possible that he
  could have killed the nineteen children he is accused of?” Ms.
  Schlitz asked.



“

  
It
  is not only feasible but also highly probable,” Mrs. Eddleston
  said.



“

  
Is
  there anything else we should know about Mr. Richardson’s
  psychological profile?”




  
Mrs.
  Eddleston looked at Brian. “I must emphasize one crucial point:
  do
  not ever place yourself in a situation where you are alone with
  him.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.




  
Brian
  stood up and paused for a long time. He turned and looked at
  Fredrick. “Mrs. Eddleston, you assess the defendant as a
  psychopath, sociopath, rapist, and sadistic murderer?”



“

  
That
  is correct,” she replied.



“

  
Did
  I leave anything out?” Brian asked.



“

  
You
  have omitted several key points,” Mrs. Eddleston said. “However,
  that encapsulates primary societal concerns.”



“

  
In
  your long dissertation on my client’s mental health, you
  mentioned
  he doesn’t do anything by accident,” Brian said. “What did you
  mean by that?”



“

  
His
  aptitude for calculation, strategic planning, analysis, and
  organization renders unexpected or unforeseen occurrences highly
  improbable for him.”



“

  
In
  essence, he predicts events before they happen,” Brian said. “Not
  in a psychic way, but through deductive reasoning to assess
  potential
  outcomes, enabling him to choose the least unfavorable
  action.”



“

  
That
  is exactly right. I couldn’t have said it better,” Mrs. Eddleston
  said.



“

  
That’s
  why I said it,” Brian said. “In layman’s terms, you’re saying
  he doesn’t make mistakes. Mrs. Eddleston, if he is so smart and
  can
  avoid capture, can you tell the court why he put himself in a
  position to be arrested on May 21st, 2026?”



“

  
To
  meet you, of course,” she responded.



“

  
You’ve
  said that previously,” Brian said. “Why does he specifically want
  to meet me?”



“

  
You
  would need to ask him that, Mr. Ross.”




  
With
  irritation, Brian asked, “You suggested it’s because we have a
  similar IQ?”



“

  
That
  was indeed my primary hypothesis,” Mrs. Eddleston said.



“

  
His
  IQ is 264, while mine is 267. Does that imply I’m more
  intelligent
  than him?” Brian asked.



“

  
It
  definitely means you scored higher on the intelligence
  assessment.”




  
Brian
  looked at Fredrick. “I am smarter than he is. Why is that
  important
  to him?”



“

  
He
  is a solitary individual, Mr. Ross,” Mrs. Eddleston said. “He has
  spent his entire life in solitude, unable to forge connections
  with
  those he encounters. Throughout his life, he has encountered no
  one
  capable of challenging or competing with him. No individual has
  ever
  provided him with a sense of purpose. However, he has now met
  such an
  individual: you.”



“

  
Let’s
  revisit the statement you made regarding him likely having killed
  more than the nineteen victims he is accused of killing in this
  trial,” Brian said. “What led you to that conclusion?”



“

  
His
  killings are too calculated, too smooth, too sophisticated for
  him to
  be new to killing. He has been honing his skill to hunt and kill
  for
  a very long time, Mr. Ross.”



“

  
How
  many years would you suppose that is?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  estimate between thirty and forty years,” Mrs. Eddleston said
  with
  conviction. 





  
The
  media gasped and resumed taking photos.




  
Judge
  Galloway yelled, “Order!” 





  
Brian
  approached the opposition's table and calmly stared at Ms.
  Schlitz.
  “Mrs. Eddleston, are you telling us Mr. Richardson has been
  killing
  people for upwards of forty years, and we are only now hearing
  about
  it?”



“

  
That
  is what I am saying, yes,” Mrs. Eddleston replied.



“

  
Do
  you have any evidence to support your theory?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
Apart
  from my professional assessment? No. However, we shall determine
  the
  truth in due time when we learn the time of death of the other
  nineteen bodies.”



“

  
Why
  now?” Brian asked. “Why did the police catch him now?”



“

  
I
  have answered this already, Mr. Ross.”



“

  
Answer
  it again, Mrs. Eddleston,” Brian said.



“

  
You
  are the reason Mr. Richardson permitted himself to be captured.
  The
  police did not apprehend him,” Mrs. Eddleston offered.



“

  
Right,”
  Brian said. “He’s too smart to be captured.”



“

  
Is
  that a question?” Mrs. Eddleston clarified.



“

  
Is
  it?” Brian asked.



“

  
Indeed,
  he possesses an exceptional level of intelligence that renders
  him
  unlikely to be apprehended by any single law enforcement
  agency.”



“

  
If
  Mr. Richardson were a serial killer, at what age do you suppose
  he
  committed his first murder?” Brian asked.



“

  
Mid-teens,
  possibly fourteen or fifteen years of age,” Mrs. Eddleston
  suggested.



“

  
What,
  or whom, may have constituted his initial victim? Not their name
  but
  rather their relationship with Mr. Richardson,” Brian
  asked.



“

  
I
  assess that this would likely have been his first girlfriend or
  possibly his initial sexual encounter.”



“

  
How
  many months did you spend with Mr. Richardson to conduct your
  evaluation?” Brian asked.



“

  
Months?
  You are misinformed, Mr. Ross,” Mrs. Eddleston said. “The initial
  evaluation of Mr. Richardson occurred within only a few
  hours.”



“

  
A
  few hours. Is that all?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  conducted several follow-up sessions with Mr. Richardson over
  several
  weeks. If that makes you feel more comfortable.”



“

  
How
  many hours total would you say it took to form your psychological
  profile of Mr. Richardson?”



“

  
In
  total, approximately ten hours,” she said.



“

  
Ten
  whole hours!” Brian said. “Are we to believe that you possess the
  capacity to portray a comprehensive depiction of the defendant’s
  psychological profile, his entire life history, and the assertion
  that he has taken the lives of more individuals than the nineteen
  for
  which he stands accused, specifically those he allegedly murdered
  at
  the age of fifteen, in addition to the fact that he has
  reportedly
  been engaging in such actions for over four decades? You somehow
  derived all of this information from merely ten hours of
  conversation
  with the defendant?”



“

  
That
  is correct.” Mrs. Eddleston said confidently.



“

  
Earlier,
  you testified that no law enforcement agency could apprehend Mr.
  Richardson due to his high intelligence,” Brian said. “Yet,
  astonishingly, you compiled a comprehensive account of his entire
  life with just ten hours of conversation. Subsequently, you
  accuse
  him of forty years of crime for which no evidence exists. Do you
  consider yourself to possess greater intelligence than any law
  enforcement agency? Do you regard yourself as more astute than
  the
  defendant, who has evaded capture for forty years due to his
  superior
  intellect? Have you suddenly become some super psychologist who
  can
  outwit and outsmart the world’s worst serial killer, who just
  happens to be a certified genius?”



“

  
I
  have not, no,” Mrs. Eddleston said.



“

  
So,
  how do you explain it?” Brian asked. “How does someone with
  medium intelligence at best outwit the ultimate predator? How can
  someone like you outthink Mr. Richardson? If he didn’t want to be
  found for forty years, you certainly are not capable of
  discovering
  him after talking to him for ten hours.”



“

  
I
  am very good at what I do.”




  
Brian
  laughed. “It appears to me that Mr. Richardson possesses
  exceptional proficiency at everything he does and is arguably the
  best serial killer in the world based on your description.
  Therefore,
  how can you assert knowledge of his identity and past
  achievements
  without any supporting evidence?”



“

  
It
  is merely an evaluation,” Mrs. Eddleston said.



“

  
Oh?
  This is a man’s life we are talking about,” Brian said. “Would
  you bet your professional career on it? Right here, right now,
  are
  you willing to say with 100 percent certainty that Mr. Richardson
  has
  been killing for forty years and killed his first victim at age
  fifteen? Are you willing to say that with no evidence to support
  your
  claim?”



“

  
Yes.
  Yes, I am.”




  
In
  disbelief, Brian exclaimed, “Your Honor, I move to exclude the
  witness’s testimony except for her evaluation of Mr. Richardson’s
  personality traits.”



“

  
Any
  objections from the prosecution?” Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
Your
  Honor, there is some veracity to what her assessment states,” Ms.
  Schlitz said. “Additional bodies have been discovered in central
  Florida as evidence.”



“

  
Objection!”
  Brian yelled. “We have no proof Mr. Richardson is responsible for
  those killings, let alone the killings for this trial. Might I
  remind
  the court that Mr. Richardson 


  

    
is
  


  

  innocent until proven guilty? This must be the fifth time I’ve
  had
  to remind the court about due process. To date, Mr. Richardson
  has
  not been convicted of anything.”




  
Judge
  Galloway thought about the request. “Mr. Ross, your objection
  will
  stand. The court will strike any testimony from the witness,
  excluding her testimony on the defendant’s personality
  traits.”



“

  
I
  have no further questions for the witness, Your Honor,” Brian
  said.




  
Before
  departing from the stand, Mrs. Eddleston said, “Be warned, Mr.
  Ross, you are playing in a spider’s web, and you are not the
  spider.” 





  
Brian
  sat back down at his table, stealing a glance at Fredrick, who
  wore a
  sinister grin.




  
Judge
  Galloway turned to the prosecution. “Ms. Schlitz, does the state
  have anything further to present?”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz searched through her documents.



“

  
I
  am waiting, Ms. Schlitz,” Judge Galloway reminded her.




  
Under
  stress and pressure, Ms. Schlitz thought about declaring, “The
  State rests,” when she noticed a note next to her
  briefcase.



“

  
Whenever
  you are ready, Ms. Schlitz,” Judge Galloway called out.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz picked up the note, read it, and then looked over at
  Fredrick, who was smiling at her.



“

  
The
  court doesn’t have all day, Ms. Schlitz,” Judge Galloway said,
  clearly frustrated.




  
After
  a brief pause, Ms. Schlitz declared, “The State would like to
  call
  Fredrick Richardson to the stand.”




  
Brian
  jumped up and shouted, “The fuck you are!”



“

  
Order!”
  Judge Galloway said. “You will not use that language in my court,
  Mr. Ross. Do you hear me?”




  
Cameras
  captured the scene as rumblings filled the courtroom.



“

  
Understood,
  Your Honor,” Brian said. “The Fifth Amendment clearly states that
  the State cannot compel a defendant to testify against
  themselves. I
  object! In all capital letters. 


  

    
Object!
  


  
”



“

  
I
  am well aware of the Fifth Amendment, Mr. Ross,” Judge Galloway
  said. “Your objection is noted. Ms. Schlitz, would you care to
  explain yourself?”



“

  
Your
  Honor, I found this anonymous note at my table within the last
  twenty
  minutes, and I believe it came from the defense,” Ms. Schlitz
  said.
  “It indicates that Mr. Richardson is willing to testify and admit
  to all his crimes in exchange for the State agreeing not to seek
  the
  death penalty. The State has evaluated the proposal and accepts
  the
  terms, thereby calling Mr. Richardson to the stand.”



“

  
I
  have no knowledge of any note, Your Honor,” Brian said. “An
  anonymous note? Seriously? Anyone could have placed that note on
  her
  table.”



“

  
Show
  me the note,” Judge Galloway said. 





  
The
  note was typed and said:



“

  

    
I
    kindly ask that you refrain from taking my life. I am
    overwhelmed
    with fear regarding the prospect of death. Should the offer
    remain
    available, I am willing to provide testimony regarding my
    offenses.
    However, I implore you not to take my life.”
  


  

  





  
After
  examining the note, Judge Galloway asked, “Mr. Ross, did you or
  anyone on your team create this note and submit it to the
  prosecution?”



“

  
Fuck
  no! Your Honor!” Brian shouted angrily.



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson, did you place this note on the prosecution’s table?”
  Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
I
  would like to invoke my Fifth Amendment rights, Your Honor,”
  Fredrick replied with a laugh.



“

  
In
  exchange for the State dropping the death penalty, Mr.
  Richardson,
  are you prepared to take the stand and confess your crimes?”
  Judge
  Galloway asked.



“

  
Do
  not answer that question!” Brian shouted.



“

  
I
  do not want to die, Your Honor,” Fredrick said. “I fear death. If
  this is the only way to survive, then I will agree to it. I have
  no
  other option. Otherwise, she is going to kill me!”



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson, are you aware that your lawyers disagree with your
  choice
  to testify and have advised against it?” Judge Galloway
  asked.



 “

  
I
  have no other option, Your Honor,” Fredrick said. “I do not want
  to die. I’m scared!”



“

  
What?”
  Brian shouted. “No! We need to discuss this. Do not take the
  stand!”



“

  
Ms.
  Schlitz, is the state ready to drop the death penalty in exchange
  for
  the defendant’s testimony?” Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
We
  are, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
No!
  Your Honor,” Brian said. “Please give me time to talk with my
  client! He is ignoring his counsel. He is making a poor decision
  due
  to pressure from the prosecution!”



“

  
Overruled,”
  Judge Galloway said. “Mr. Ross, this note could only have been
  placed on Ms. Schlitz’s table by your client. I am unaware of the
  game your client is playing with you, Mr. Ross, but it will not
  take
  place in my court. You may proceed to call Mr. Fredrick
  Richardson as
  your next witness.”




  
Fredrick
  leaned closer and quietly whispered, “Listen to my truth,” to
  Brian before rising and approaching the witness stand. After
  taking
  the oath, he affirmed he would tell the truth.




  
Nervously,
  Ms. Schlitz addressed him from behind her table. “Mr. Richardson,
  what brings you to court today?”



“

  
Because
  of all the people I killed,” Fredrick said with no
  remorse.




  
Brian
  buried his face in his hands.



“

  
What
  people?” Ms. Schlitz asked for clarification.




  
Fredrick
  glanced at Brian and smiled. “I apologize, Mr. Ross.” He directed
  his attention to Ms. Schlitz. “All seventy-six of them.”




  
Brian
  glanced at Fredrick, feeling disappointed. The media and
  spectators
  erupted in chaos; phones rang, and photos and videos were
  captured
  incessantly. 





  
Judge
  Galloway attempted to restore order but struggled. “Order! Order
  in
  the court,” she shouted, to no effect. Recognizing the disarray
  was
  overwhelming, she checked the time and announced, “The time is
  4:42
  p.m. The court is adjourned. We will reconvene on October 2nd,
  2026,
  at 7:00 a.m.” 





  
As
  she descended from her bench, she addressed the lawyers. “Mr.
  Ross,
  Ms. Schlitz, I don’t want you to exit this courtroom through the
  same doors. You’d better avoid using the same exit to the
  courthouse. And Mr. Richardson, remember that you remain under
  oath
  and will continue your testimony when the court resumes on
  Friday.”
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Court:
Day Five, October 2, 2026, 6:07 a.m.
  



 






  

    
Brian
was the first to arrive at court, taking a seat alone at the
defense
table. Although the prosecution still had to question Fredrick,
Brian
went over his notes in case he needed to present his defensive
arguments today.
  




  
Ivan
  arrived shortly after and joined him. “Boss, Fredrick hurt his
  case
  by testifying.”



“

  
No,
  Ivan, he is hurting my case,” Brian said calmly. “He isn’t the
  defense counsel; I am.”



“

  
What
  we do to fix?” Ivan asked.



“

  
We’ll
  treat him like any other witness,” Brian said. “We will uncover
  and leverage any weaknesses and loopholes in his
  testimony.”



“

  
Who
  you think gave note?” Ivan asked.



“

  
If
  I had to guess, I’d say it was Fredrick. However, I’m honestly
  unsure. It doesn’t matter now; the damage is done. We must
  concentrate on advancing our defense case.”



“

  
Boss,
  I can make argument against Fredrick?” Ivan asked.



“

  
You’ll
  have your chance, Ivan,” Brian said. “That’s why you’re
  here.”



“

  
What
  we do now?” Ivan asked.



“

  
Court
  doesn’t start for another hour,” Brian said. “Let’s review
  our witnesses and questions until then.”



“

  
I
  get coffee, then make counterargument against you.”



“

  
Sounds
  good, Ivan. I appreciate you coming in early. Thanks for the
  extra
  effort,” Brian said, speaking with enthusiasm.



“

  
No
  problems. You like one sugar?”



“

  
Two,
  please,” Brian said.



“

  
Boss,
  you want I make cream in coffee?”




  
With
  a look of nausea, Brian answered, “You know what, just make it
  black. I don’t want anything in it. Can you do that?”




  
Ivan
  walked away. “I make one black beauty come to you. You make
  ravage
  and devour her.”




  
Brian
  turned toward Ivan. “Thank you, Ivan.” 





  
He
  noticed a reporter sitting in the gallery, her face contorted
  with
  disgust. 




“

  
It’s
  coffee,” Brian said nervously. “Black coffee. He’s bringing me
  a black coffee. I promise you it’s not anything else.” 





  
Shaking
  her head, she stood up and left the courtroom.




  
Ivan
  returned with their coffee, and over the next hour, they
  rehearsed
  their defensive strategy. As people filled the courtroom, their
  arguments went from loud and stern to soft and whispery. 





  
Finally,
  a bailiff brought Fredrick into the courtroom and escorted him to
  the
  table.




  
Brian
  calmly greeted Fredrick. “Good morning, Mr. Richardson.”



“

  
Well,
  howdy, you two!” Fredrick replied joyfully. “Today is going to be
  an exciting day. The world is finally going to get a clear
  glimpse
  into the world of Fredrick Edgar Allan Richardson.”




  
Brian
  looked Fredrick square in the eyes. “I haven’t quite figured out
  the purpose of this move, but I will figure it out. You can bet
  on
  that.”



“

  
I
  assure you, it is all necessary,” Fredrick said confidently,
  adding
  a touch of reassurance.



“

  
All
  rise for the Honorable Judge Renée Galloway,” a bailiff
  yelled.




  
Judge
  Galloway sat down, took a drink of her coffee, and looked over
  her
  paperwork. Fredrick got up and tried to walk to the witness
  stand,
  but was still shackled to the defense table. “Going somewhere,
  Mr.
  Richardson?” Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
I
  am just excited to be heard, Your Honor,” Fredrick said.



“

  
In
  due time, Mr. Richardson,” Judge Galloway said. “Until then,
  please be patient. She addressed the court. “Good morning,
  everyone. Today is Friday, October 2nd, 2026. The time is 7:00
  a.m.
  We are here to continue the case of the State of Florida versus
  Fredrick Edgar Allan Richardson on nineteen counts of aggravated
  first-degree capital murder. Is the prosecution ready to recall
  its
  witness?”



“

  
The
  state is ready, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
Very
  well. This court is now in session. You may call your witness,”
  Judge Galloway replied.



“

  
The
  State would like to recall Mr. Fredrick Richardson to the witness
  stand,” Ms. Schlitz said.




  
Fredrick
  approached the stand and promptly stirred a commotion. “Your
  Honor,
  may I have a pillow for this chair? It’s too hard for my
  sensitive
  bottom.”



“

  
Would
  a bailiff please get Mr. Richardson a pillow?” Judge Galloway
  asked.



“

  
Thank
  you, Your Honor,” Fredrick replied with a smile.




  
Judge
  Galloway added sarcastically, “Is there anything else we can do
  to
  enhance your comfort during testimony, Mr. Richardson?”



“

  
I
  could use some ice in my water,” Fredrick said.




  
Exasperated,
  Judge Galloway directed a bailiff to provide Mr. Richardson with
  ice
  cubes. After a few moments, a bailiff approached Fredrick and
  placed
  a single ice cube in his water.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz started her questioning. “In our previous session, you
  testified to having killed seventy-six people. Is that accurate,
  Mr.
  Richardson?”



“

  
That
  is very accurate,” Fredrick responded proudly.



“

  
Do
  you know the names of all your victims, Mr. Richardson?”




  
Fredrick
  laughed and became excited. “Do I know their names? I possess
  comprehensive knowledge regarding all my victims. I can recount
  in
  detail how I hunted them. Furthermore, I can elaborate on the
  methods
  I used to abduct, study, and punish them. I can explain in great
  detail how I slaughtered them. I can tell you where I disposed of
  their bodies. I can provide you with the dates and times of each
  abduction, torment, and killing. I can tell you whether it was
  sunny
  or rainy, or the name of the song playing on the radio when they
  took
  their last breaths. 




“

  
I
  can tell you which county, city, street name, or house number we
  were
  in when we were together. I can tell you what I was wearing and
  what
  they were wearing. I can tell you every word of every
  conversation I
  had with each victim. I can even tell you what they said word for
  word when they begged for their pathetic lives. I can share
  anything
  you wish to know, Counselor.” 





  
Tapping
  his right index finger against his head, Fredrick added, “It is
  all
  in here.”



“

  
Let’s
  begin with their names, Mr. Richardson,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
I
  would like to counter your suggestion,” Fredrick said. “I will
  provide the dates of their deaths, their names, ages, and how I
  killed them.”



“

  
The
  State accepts your counterproposal,” Ms. Schlitz said. “Please
  inform the court about when, who, their ages, and how you killed
  all
  seventy-six individuals.”



“

  
Would
  you prefer that information sorted by age, gender, race,
  alphabetical
  order, by date, or perhaps ranked from my most to least
  favorite?”
  Fredrick asked.




  
Undeterred,
  Ms. Schlitz answered, “Chronologically will suffice.”



“

  
Boring!”
  Fredrick said. “But as you wish. Just remember, I’m only doing
  this so you don’t kill me.”



“

  
The
  State has lifted the death sentence based on our agreement,” Ms.
  Schlitz said.




  
Fredrick
  proceeded to list all his victims in chronological sequence,
  specifying the date, name, age, and means of death:



“

  
On
  May 21st, 1976, Natasha Watson, sixteen, strangled with her bra
  and
  stuffed her dirty panties in her mouth as I made love to
  her.



“

  
On
  November 16th, 1976, Damari Bush, seventeen, stabbed him in the
  throat and watched him bleed out.



“

  
On
  March 11th, 1977, Ava Rosas, nineteen, dangled her by a rope
  until
  she stopped breathing, gave her CPR, and repeated the cycle for
  days.



“

  
On
  July 2nd, 1977, Vincenzo Giordano, twenty, buried him alive in a
  coffin and gave him a phone to call for help.



“

  
On
  October 31st, 1978, Bruce Simmons, fifteen, chopped him into
  little
  pieces with an axe.



“

  
On
  October 31st, 1978, Daniela Lee, fourteen, drowned her vegan ass
  in a
  bathtub filled with animal gizzards, remains, and
  excrement.



“

  
On
  October 31st, 1978, Morgan Estrada, sixteen, cut her into tiny
  cubes
  with a chainsaw.



“

  
On
  October 31st, 1978, Willow Simmons, fourteen, stabbed her 184
  times
  in a rampage.



“

  
On
  April 17th, 1979, Alexa Whitaker, twenty-two, held her face over
  a
  barbecue and watched her eyes explode and her skin melt
  off.



“

  
On
  December 27th, 1979, Abigail Abbott, twenty-four, suffocated her
  with
  gift wrap and tape. She was a moving present. 




“

  
On
  February 29th, 1980, Cassandra Duran, seventeen, leaped from one
  building’s top to another and fell to her death on a leap year.
  She
  leaped to her death on leap year. What can I say? I am a
  poet.



“

  
On
  January 4th, 1981, Elliott Murphy, twenty, was forced to drink
  alcohol until he died. 




“

  
On
  September 1st, 1981, Kaliyah Preston, nineteen, was mutilated.
  Her
  breasts, nose, ears, fingers, arms, feet, toes, legs, lips, and
  eyelids were all cut off, and then her throat was cut.



“

  
On
  February 23rd, 1982, Sophia Henson, twenty-two, was beaten with a
  hammer until every bone was broken.



“

  
On
  May 24th, 1983, Alice Rosas, twenty, was strangled with my bare
  hands.



“

  
On
  November 6th, 1983, Westley Bartlett, twenty-one, was quartered,
  tearing off both arms, both legs, and his head.



“

  
On
  January 29th, 1985, Remi West, nineteen, played Russian roulette.
  It
  took thirty-one shots over nine days for the gun to blow his
  brains
  out.



“

  
On
  November 4th, 1987, Yahir Owen, seventeen, fed him to alligators
  in a
  swamp. 




“

  
On
  December 13th, 1988, Reagan Allison, fifteen, died of one
  thousand
  paper cuts. She bled out. 




“

  
On
  August 16th, 1989, Camilla Mays, thirty-one, drowned in a toilet
  filled with her excrement.



“

  
On
  June 30th, 1989, Rosalyn Rodgers, thirty-four, locked in a room
  with
  burning toxins, died of inhalation of plastic fumes.



“

  
On
  September 25th, 1990, Harley Boone, twenty-eight, bent bones in a
  vice until they broke one by one. She died of a
  hemorrhage.



“

  
On
  January 1st, 1991, Tobias Humphrey, thirty-eight, I forced him to
  eat
  shredded and crushed glass, and I watched him hemorrhage.



“

  
On
  March 17th, 1991, Lana Sanders, twenty-seven, pushed her off a
  cliff
  after learning she was afraid of heights.



“

  
On
  May 24th, 1992, Kathryn Duarte, thirty-three, froze to death in
  an
  industrial freezer.



“

  
On
  July 4th, 1993, Donald Ray, thirty-four, was attached to a giant
  pipe
  bomb and exploded.



“

  
On
  August 31st, 1993, Valerie Hicks, thirty-nine, rubbed cooking oil
  all
  over her naked body and cooked her in the sun.



“

  
On
  September 19th, 1994, Kenneth Syvertsen, thirty-three, was shot
  seventeen times by his girlfriend.



“

  
On
  September 19th, 1994, Addyson Frye, thirty-two, shot her
  boyfriend. I
  had fun with her and then forced her to shoot herself.



“

  
On
  February 14th, 1996, Autumn Warner, thirty-six, had her heart cut
  out
  and placed in her hand, which was then displayed holding a sign
  that
  read, ‘Have a Heart.’ I am quite fond of this one.



“

  
On
  April 27th, 1997, Diana Lang, thirty-three, was set on fire after
  pouring gasoline on her. I pretended to burn her for days on end.
  It
  was seven days before I burned her.



“

  
On
  January 22nd, 1999, Vera Leonard, thirty, was mutilated for
  weeks,
  cutting little pieces of flesh off and feeding them to the
  birds.



“

  
On
  August 9th, 2001, Ana West, twenty-nine, died of sleep
  deprivation.
  She was awake for twelve days, fourteen hours, thirty-one
  minutes,
  and two seconds. She might have a world record.



“

  
On
  March 1st, 2002, Curtis Ortiz, thirty-six, was beaten with a
  wooden
  baseball bat that had nails in it. 




“

  
On
  June 15th, 2004, Kelly Foster, twenty-seven, was nail-gunned
  naked to
  a wall in her unfinished home. I used 200-plus nails on
  her.



“

  
On
  February 16th, 2006, Carmelo Rodriguez, thirty-two, was hanged by
  a
  tree and shot with specialized one-inch arrows until he died. He
  hung
  there for six days before he died. It took over 125 arrows. Can
  you
  believe that?



“

  
On
  May 18th, 2007, Jack Gutierrez, thirty-five, I slowly used
  sandpaper
  to remove his flesh. Eventually, he died from an infection. I was
  hoping for more with him, but alas, he died.



“

  
On
  October 13th, 2007, Laylani Meyer, thirty-seven, was slowly
  lowered
  into a vat of acid. From her toes to her pelvis, she was eroded
  little by little for over two weeks. Once her abdomen opened up
  and
  all her innards fell into the acid, she died.



“

  
On
  November 13th, 2008, Willie Newton, eighteen, was chopped up with
  a
  machete into little pieces, put in a blender, and fed to
  himself.



“

  
On
  April 15th, 2009, Angela Monroe, forty-two, was crucified naked
  to a
  wall, and I watched her slowly die. It took her six hours.



“

  
On
  June 19th, 2010, Aileen Barnett, fifty-one, removed her organs
  one by
  one until she died. She lasted five days.



“

  
On
  September 23rd, 2011, Elisha Bartlett, nineteen, had an abortion,
  so
  I chopped her up in a wood chipper, limb by limb, then pushed her
  in
  headfirst.



“

  
On
  March 14th, 2012, Winnie Foster, sixty-six, was dragged behind a
  vehicle until she died. It took about five hours.



“

  
On
  October 19th, 2012, Nathaniel Day, fifty-six, starved him, then
  fed
  him fruits and water, and sealed his penis and anus. I watched
  him
  die from the inside out.



“

  
On
  April 21st, 2013, Greta English, eighty-one, tied her to her
  steering
  wheel and drove her into trees at 120 miles per hour. She died on
  impact.



“

  
On
  December 31st, 2013, Meadow Floyd, twenty-eight, was burned on a
  wooden pyre for New Year’s. 




“

  
On
  January 12th, 2014, Owen Tanner, thirty-two, was stung by his pet
  scorpion fourteen times. I watched him and his flesh die slowly.
  He
  lasted nine days.



“

  
On
  February 24th, 2014, Blaire Aguilar, nineteen, was tied to a
  target
  and shot fifty-five times at a target range. She died around shot
  fifteen.



“

  
On
  May 2nd, 2014, Ellen Acosta, forty-four, was electrocuted for
  days,
  then died in the bathtub.



“

  
On
  July 28th, 2015, Lucille Hurley, fifty-five, was administered
  random
  drugs until she overdosed.



“

  
On
  December 25th, 2017, Kenna Walsh, twenty-two, had her baby ripped
  out
  of her womb, and she bled to death.



“

  
On
  January 4th, 2018, Brylee Wilkerson, twenty-nine, was bent in
  half
  over a large marble wheel, breaking her back.



“

  
On
  January 11th, 2018, Sierra Leach, sixteen, ripped her vagina wide
  open and inserted Kenna Walsh’s baby into her.



“

  
On
  January 13th, 2019, Belle Hayes, twenty-seven, chained her to a
  tree
  and watched as wild beasts and insects ate her alive.



“

  
On
  April 14th, 2020, Reginald Brennan, thirty-four, was run over,
  from
  foot to head, extremely slowly. 




“

  
On
  May 21st, 2021, Ansel Keller, eight, starved to death over three
  months. He was fragile and looked like a skeleton when he took
  his
  last breath.



“

  
On
  June 3rd, 2021, Rosemary Perry, seventy-three, was smothered with
  a
  pillow four times. Sadly, she didn’t last long due to her age and
  poor health. 




“

  
On
  July 18th, 2021, Kimberly Bennett, six, mysteriously died of
  natural
  causes. 




“

  
On
  August 22nd, 2021, David Spencer, nine, suffocated with a plastic
  bag
  over his head, over and over and over.



“

  
On
  September 1st, 2021, Brenda Gibson, five, was burned with metal
  objects and eventually cooked in an oven.



“

  
On
  November 11th, 2021, Stephanie Cooper, four, was beaten with my
  fists. I hit her every twenty minutes or so over the weeks until
  she
  finally died from internal bleeding.



“

  
On
  March 17th, 2022, Svetlana Spassky, ten, was bitten repeatedly by
  water moccasins. 




“

  
On
  April 22nd, 2022, Carla Dunn, eleven, was stabbed 114
  times.



“

  
On
  June 3rd, 2022, Leo Rodriguez, eight, was boiled in hot
  water.



“

  
On
  August 16th, 2022, Amanda Jordan, seven, drowned in a
  bathtub.



“

  
On
  October 30th, 2022, Kevin Morris, eight, was sealed in a plastic
  tube
  and drowned in other people’s excrement.



“

  
On
  April 14th, 2023, William Henderson, six, was thrown off a
  high-rise
  building.



“

  
On
  October 4th, 2023, Charlotte Sanchez, five, was crushed by a
  plank
  and stones.



“

  
On
  February 13th, 2024, Mathew King, seven, was fed to a great white
  shark.



“

  
On
  June 13th, 2024, Suzy Lopez, six, had her flesh eaten by
  insects.



“

  
On
  September 28th, 2024, Aubrey Carroll, eleven, was poked with
  needles
  and had poison and air introduced into her veins.



“

  
On
  March 17th, 2025, Luke Morrissey, ten, was mauled by dogs.



“

  
On
  July 17th, 2025, Christine Buckland, five, was bitten by wild
  rats
  and contracted rabies. As she suffered, the rats kept eating
  her.



“

  
On
  December 12th, 2025, Carrie McCabe, seven, drowned and was cooked
  in
  a vat of crayon wax.



“

  
On
  January 31st, 2026, Karla Frankenstein, five, had her arms, legs,
  and
  head removed and reattached in new locations.



“

  
On
  May 21st, 2026, Annie Valentine, nine, was skinned alive and
  decapitated.”




  
Silence
  enveloped the courtroom. Only faint sounds of sniffles and quiet
  sobs
  could be heard.



“

  
Is
  this all of your victims?” Ms. Schlitz asked Fredrick.
  “Seventy-six
  in total?”



“

  
It
  is my life’s work,” Fredrick replied sadistically, showing no
  remorse.



“

  
Why
  seventy-six?” she asked.



“

  
A
  tribute to my favorite song, ‘The Reaper,’ by Blue Öyster Cult.
  It premiered on Friday, May 21st, 1976, and when I heard it, I
  realized it was meant for me. It was at that moment that I
  decided to
  kill Natasha Watson. The rest is history.”




  
Ivan
  glanced at Brian. “Boss, you call it.”



“

  
You
  killed Natasha on May 21st, 1976,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
Correct.”



“

  
Do
  the seventy-six victims represent the year the song was
  released?”
  Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
That
  is correct, once more.”



“

  
I
  knew that as well,” Brian said. 





  
Fredrick
  smiled at Brian.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz proposed, “That would mean Annie Valentine, who was
  killed
  on May 21st, 2026, was killed fifty years to the day of your
  first
  kill?”




  
Fredrick
  turned to Brian, answering Ms. Schlitz’s question: “My work is
  nearly finished, Counselor.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz sought clarification: “Do you have plans to kill more
  people?”



“

  
One
  never knows the future. But one can have dreams,” Fredrick
  said.



“

  
If
  I’m interpreting this correctly, are you claiming that your
  murdering all these individuals was part of a master plan
  developed
  over the last fifty years?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
They
  are my geoglyph.”



“

  
I’m
  afraid I don’t understand what that means. Could you clarify for
  the court?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
You
  will understand eventually,” Fredrick said.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz sought clarification. “To confirm for the record, in case
  the State is mistaken, you are admitting to murdering all
  seventy-six
  of the people you just named?”



“

  
I
  did so with joy and excitement,” Fredrick declared with
  pride.



“

  
Do
  you have any regrets about your actions?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
Did
  you hear anything Mrs. Eddleston mentioned?” Fredrick asked. “Why
  would I regret my magnificent work of art? No, I certainly have
  no
  regrets, Counselor!”



“

  
Do
  you feel any remorse for your victims?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
Not
  in the slightest,” Fredrick said, chuckling.



“

  
If
  we are being honest here, Mr. Richardson, had I known you were
  responsible for the deaths of seventy-six men, women, and
  children, I
  wouldn’t have removed the death penalty from consideration,” Ms.
  Schlitz said.




  
Fredrick
  leaned forward, met Ms. Schlitz’s gaze, and countered, “Knowing
  is half the battle, Ms. Schlitz.”




  
Ivan
  whispered to Brian, “I know this. 


  

    
G.I.
    Joe. A Real American Hero
  


  
!
  I watch as a kid.”




  
Brian
  scribbled something on a piece of paper and passed it to Ivan.
  Ivan
  read it and quietly exited the courtroom with the note.



“

  
Thanks
  to your confession, we can all rest a little easier knowing that
  these murders are now solved and that you will never see the
  outside
  world again,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
My
  statement won’t offer the security you seek,” Fredrick
  said.



“

  
How
  do you figure that?” Ms. Schlitz asked. “You just confessed to
  God and your country about killing seventy-six people. You are
  facing
  life in prison, Mr. Richardson. The law is clear on this.”



“

  
It
  is exactly the law that will provide me freedom.”



“

  
You’ll
  have to kill me first!” Ms. Schlitz exclaimed furiously. 





  
Fredrick
  smiled.



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor,” Brian said. “The prosecution is being hostile toward
  the witness.”



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said. “Ms. Schlitz, please avoid such comments to
  the witness.”



“

  
Yes,
  Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.




  
After
  a brief silence, Ms. Schlitz turned to Fredrick, who smiled back.
  “That’s the plan, Counselor.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz asked Fredrick, “Are you willing to provide the locations
  of the remains of all the victims?”



“

  
I
  have already,” he answered.



“

  
What
  do you mean? To whom?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
To
  my lawyer, of course.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz turned to Brian. “You knew about fifty-seven other
  murders
  and the locations of their bodies, and you kept it to
  yourself?”




  
Brian
  jumped up and shouted, “Objection, Your Honor. I want to remind
  the
  State that attorney-client privilege protects confidential
  communications between an attorney and their client and prevents
  the
  attorney from being compelled to disclose them in court. This is
  outlined in Basic Law 101; I suggest Googling it, Ms.
  Schlitz.”



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said. “Let’s skip the smart-ass remark next time,
  Mr. Ross.”




  
Brian
  turned to Ms. Schlitz. “Besides, it isn’t my job to do your job,”
  he said sarcastically.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, what did I just instruct you on?” Judge Galloway
  shouted.



“

  
Oh,
  you’re doing a terrific job over there, Brian!” Ms. Schlitz said.
  “You can’t even keep your client from making self-incriminating
  remarks.”



“

  

    
Order!
  


  
”


  

    

    
  


  
Judge
  Galloway thundered. “I want both of you in my chambers
  immediately!
  The court is in recess until my return.”




  
In
  her chambers, Judge Galloway yelled at both Brian and Amber. “I
  don’t know what planet you two learned to practice law on, but I
  am
  fed up with your unprofessional, inconsiderate, disrespectful,
  and
  immature behavior. After this trial concludes, I will speak to
  both
  of your supervisors. Court contempt and fines are insufficient to
  gain your attention. Maybe your superiors can talk some sense
  into
  you. Mark my words: I am done with both of you. There will be no
  more
  comments, no more disputes, no more anything. This is my court! I
  hold the authority here, and you two have truly angered me, and I
  dislike being upset. What do you have to say for
  yourselves?”



“

  
Everything
  has been chaotic ever since she summoned my client as a witness,”
  Brian said.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz defended her actions. “Mr. Richardson chose to testify,
  Your Honor. It was you who initially asked him if he wished to
  take
  the stand.”



“

  
Only
  after the State relentlessly pressured him about the death
  penalty,”
  Brian shot back. “We’ve witnessed this multiple times in court,
  and I suspect it may have occurred in other instances outside of
  court without my knowledge.”



“

  
What?”
  Ms. Schlitz said. “This is utter bullshit, Your Honor!”



“

  
Is
  it? Is it bullshit, Amber?” Brian shouted.



“

  
That’s
  a serious claim, Mr. Ross,” Judge Galloway said. “Do you possess
  any evidence to back this formal accusation?”



“

  
I
  don’t have it yet, Your Honor, but I will have it soon,” Brian
  said.



“

  
You
  are running out of time, Mr. Ross,” Judge Galloway warned. “You’d
  better present evidence, or this matter will be dead to the
  court.”



“

  
Understood,
  Your Honor,” Brian said.



“

  
Your
  Honor, this is complete nonsense,” Ms. Schlitz said. “How could
  you even consider this absurd claim?”



“

  
I
  heard you ridicule the defendant regarding the death sentence in
  court on several occasions, and regrettably, I overlooked that,”
  Judge Galloway said. “However, if there is any truth to your
  berating the defendant about the death sentence without his
  lawyer
  present, I demand to hear about it.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, I did nothing of the sort!” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
And
  I trust your word, Ms. Schlitz. That’s why I will not ask you to
  step aside from this case. But if it turns out to be true, may
  God
  help you because I will not, “Judge Galloway said.



“

  
I
  can’t believe you would stoop so low to pull a stunt like this to
  defeat me,” Ms. Schlitz said to Brian.



“

  
This
  isn’t about winning against you. It’s solely about the law,”
  Brian said.



“

  
We’ll
  break for lunch and reconvene in ninety minutes,” Judge Galloway
  said. “I need to relax a bit, or I might end up on trial for
  murder
  myself. Bailiff, please escort these two out of my
  chambers.”




  
She
  then returned to the bench. “The court will take a lunch break.
  This break will last for ninety minutes. It is now 11:24 a.m.,
  and we
  will resume at 1:00 p.m.”




  
Brian
  called Ivan. “Were you able to finish the task?”



“

  
Boss,
  we mark all dots on map,” Ivan said.



“

  
Great
  job,” Brian said. “Please take a photo of the full map and
  individual photos of each victim cluster. Email the pictures to
  me.
  Thank you, Ivan.”




  
Brian
  grabbed a chicken salad sandwich and patiently waited for the
  photos
  to arrive in his email. One by one, the images came. Brian
  studied
  them, trying to discern a pattern. Thirty minutes later, he still
  couldn’t see it. 




“

  
While
  eating his sandwich, a cleaning lady who was mopping the floor
  glanced at the photos and offered her opinion. She pointed at a
  cluster of bodies. “Look, that one makes a letter 


  

    
F
  


  
.
  Or, maybe it’s an 


  

    
E
  


  
.”
  





  
Astonished,
  Brian sat back and looked at the entire picture, and a pattern
  emerged. He drew the letters 


  

    
F
  


  
,
  


  

    
E
  


  
,
  and 


  

    
R
  


  

  on the map around the cluster of bodies. Missing the letter
  


  

    
A
  


  
,
  he penciled it in at a general location where the last cluster of
  bodies should be. A geoglyph appeared. Fredrick wrote the word
  


  

    
F.E.A.R.
  


  

  across the state of Florida, using the bodies of his victims.
  Fredrick’s grand plan was revealed. Brian realized that, at this
  point, it was publicity that Fredrick desired most.
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Geoglyph
spelling F.E.A.R., the initials of Fredrick Edgar Allan Richardson.
The geoglyph comprises the bodies of “the Reaper’s” seventy-six
victims, strategically displayed across Florida on October 2,
2026.
    
  



 









  
Brian
  returned to the courtroom and took his seat at the table. He
  contemplated revealing to Fredrick that he had deciphered his
  geoglyph. Brian realized it was only a matter of time before
  others
  would discover it as well. Perhaps he should be the first to
  impress
  Fredrick. 





  
As
  he observed the prosecution entering the courtroom, Brian turned
  his
  map over to conceal the geoglyph. He deliberately ignored Ms.
  Schlitz
  at her table, doing his utmost to evade her presence. 





  
Media
  representatives and family members of the victims began filling
  the
  gallery. Bailiffs escorted the jury, and soft murmurs echoed
  throughout the courtroom. With just two minutes remaining until
  court
  resumed, the atmosphere fell silent, everyone anticipating the
  arrival of “the Reaper.” 





  
Brian
  turned his gaze toward the doorway through which Fredrick would
  come.
  Right on cue, the doors swung open, and Fredrick entered. Cameras
  flashed, illuminating the room as video cameras captured the
  moment. 





  
With
  a smile, Fredrick greeted the media, extending his arms in a
  welcoming gesture. Taking a seat next to Brian, he asked, “How
  long
  did it take for you to see my geoglyph?”




  
Annoyed
  that Fredrick already knew he had discovered it, Brian chose not
  to
  give him any satisfaction. “About three minutes.”




  
Realizing
  Brian was hiding the truth, Fredrick responded, “Two minutes
  longer
  than I expected.”



“

  
All
  rise, for the Honorable Judge Renée Galloway!” a bailiff
  announced.




  
Judge
  Galloway took her seat and immediately began. “The time is 1:00
  p.m. This court is now in session. Bailiff, please escort the
  witness
  to the stand. Ms. Schlitz, you may continue questioning the
  witness.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz rose. “Your Honor, the State has no further
  questions.”




  
Surprised,
  Brian rose and responded, “Your Honor, the defense doesn’t have
  any questions at this moment but would like to recall the witness
  later.”



“

  
Does
  the prosecution have any objections to this motion?” Judge
  Galloway
  asked.



“

  
No,
  Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
Very
  well. The defense’s motion to recall the witness is
  granted.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz stood. “Your Honor, the State rests.”




  
Judge
  Galloway turned to Mr. Ross. “Are you ready to present your case
  to
  the court?”



“

  
Your
  Honor, the defense is ready,” Brian said politely. “However, due
  to my client’s unexpected testimony, I request a continuance to
  confer with my client to ensure we provide the best legal
  representation.”



“

  
Does
  the State have any objections, Ms. Schlitz?” Judge Galloway
  asked.



“

  
No,
  Your Honor. The defense can take as much time as they need. He
  admitted his guilt in court, and they cannot refute his
  confession,”
  she responded.



“

  
It
  has been a taxing day for all of us,” Judge Galloway said. “The
  defense’s request for a continuance is granted. This court is
  adjourned and will resume at 7:00 a.m. on October 5th, 2026.
  Bailiff,
  please escort the prisoner out. Thank you.”
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Court:
Day Six, October 05, 2026, 5:00 a.m.
  



 







  
Brian
  arrived early at the prison and requested to speak with Fredrick.
  





  
Fredrick
  entered the room. “Counselor, you are aware that your presence
  here
  at this time will cause me to miss breakfast?”



“

  
I
  will grab you something on the way to court,” Brian said. “We
  have a lot to talk about. Today, we go on the offensive. We need
  to
  ensure our plan is sound and logical and that we haven’t
  overlooked
  anything. But before we do that, I want to know what the fuck you
  were thinking, testifying and admitting to killing all those
  people?”



“

  
Counselor,
  I have informed you before that I am not ashamed of who I am or
  what
  I have achieved,” Fredrick said. “But it is thrilling to see that
  you are still willing to fight and think that we have a chance,
  even
  after my confession. I am impressed. Greatly so.”



“

  
That’s
  fine, but your testimony poses a big problem,” Brian said. “How
  are we supposed to overcome that? You pretty much sealed your
  fate by
  admitting to everything. How am I going to convince a jury to
  give
  you a not guilty verdict when you said you are guilty?”



“

  
I
  mentioned to you before I would not repeat this, but I will
  because I
  can see you are angry and not thinking clearly,” Fredrick said.
  “This case is not about facts, Counselor. Forget the fucking
  facts!”



“

  
Right,
  the law will set you free,” Brian said. “How do you suppose that
  will happen? You wouldn’t happen to have one of those Monopoly
  Get
  Out of Jail Free cards in your pocket?”



“

  
I
  do enjoy a game of Monopoly,” Fredrick said. “Perhaps we can play
  sometime. I must warn you, though, I am very competitive.”



“

  
You
  are a few days away from being sent to the electric chair, and
  you’re
  joking about a fucking Monopoly game,” Brian said.




  
Fredrick
  stood up and grabbed Brian by the shirt and tie, pulling him
  close so
  they were face-to-face. Fredrick’s eyes were large, black, and
  full
  of rage. “Listen to me, you fucking piece of shit! You are at
  your
  best when you are arguing the law. Forget about the fucking
  facts.
  Forget about all the goddamned evidence. Focus on the fucking
  law.
  That is why you are here! No other reason than that! Words have
  meaning. Use them!”




  
Six
  corrections officers stormed into the room and prepared to engage
  Fredrick. 





  
Brian
  raised his hands. “It’s okay. I’m okay. Everything is under
  control. We are good here.”




  
Fredrick
  released Brian and calmly sat in his chair. “Shall we begin,
  Counselor?”



“

  
Win
  the law,” Brian said.




  
They
  began developing a defensive strategy. Minutes later, Ivan walked
  in.
  




“

  
What
  a pleasant surprise, Mr. Smirnov,” Fredrick said with
  excitement.



“

  
I’m
  here for task Boss make,” Ivan said.



“

  
Ivan,
  thank you for coming on such short notice.” Brian handed Ivan a
  folder and gave him some instructions: “Please complete this task
  as quickly as possible.”




  
Ivan
  walked out of the room, and Brian went back to work. 




“

  
There
  is no need for secrecy, Counselor,” Fredrick said. “I know what
  task Ivan is completing.”



“

  
We
  need to keep working,” Brian said. “We only have a few minutes
  before we need to leave for court.”



“

  
What
  about my breakfast, Counselor?”



“

  
We
  can grab some chow on the way,” Brian said.



“

  
Fine.
  But I want McDonald’s. I could use an Egg McMuffin, four
  hashbrowns, a large orange juice, and a large coffee.”



“

  
Wildo,”
  Brian said.



“

  
Wildo?”
  Fredrick asked.



“

  
Wildo
  is short for ‘I will do.’ Wilco is short for ‘I will
  comply.’


  

  


  
”




  
Fredrick
  laughed. “I find it intriguing, you and your military
  jargon.”



“

  
Here
  is a list of witnesses I plan on calling,” Brian said. “Please
  let me know if you think we should call anyone who is not on the
  list. Additionally, I received an anonymous letter stating that a
  package containing a video would arrive at the court on October
  7th,
  2026, and that I should be prepared to question witnesses
  regarding
  its contents. Do you know anything about that?”




  
Fredrick
  smiled. “A mysterious package, that does sound exciting. I am
  afraid I cannot help you.”



“

  
I
  figured as much,” Brian said. “I have a general idea of what
  questions to ask and of whom, but it would certainly help if I
  knew
  what was on the video.”



“

  
How
  can you be sure the judge will allow its use?” Fredrick
  asked.



“

  
I
  can’t guarantee she will,” Brian said.




  
Fredrick
  gazed upward and rested his chin on his hand, appearing to
  reflect
  deeply. “I’ve been mulling this over. The judge permitted the
  prosecution to show a video that the defense had not had a chance
  to
  review. Maybe we can try that same approach.”



“

  
I
  considered that too,” Brian said.



“

  
It’s
  great to see we’re aligned,” Fredrick said.



“

  
Didn’t
  you just claim you knew nothing about the video?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
I
  did not say I knew nothing about the video, Counselor. I said I
  could
  not assist you.”




  
Brian
  paused, then retorted, “Before you mention it, I know. Words
  matter. They all have significance.”



“

  
It
  is as if you can read my mind,” Fredrick said. 




“

  
I
  intend to challenge the witness testimony’s credibility and
  exploit
  the gaps in the law.”




  
Fredrick
  considered this. “Firstly, there are no true gaps in the law,
  only
  compelling arguments that shape people’s understanding of it.
  Secondly, the witness’s credibility is beyond question; they have
  been rigorously vetted and certified. You will not be able to
  undermine their character or professional qualifications.”



“

  
You’re
  right on both points,” Brian said. “I don’t aim to attack the
  witnesses themselves but rather the substance of their
  testimonies.
  Every coin has two sides, just like every argument. All I need to
  do
  is make our side of the coin shinier than the
  prosecution’s.”



“

  
Are
  we using a Roman or an Egyptian coin?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
I
  was considering a Viking coin,” Brian said.



“

  
Very
  nice. From the early eighth century?”



“

  
I
  prefer the later periods, like the tenth century,” Brian
  said.



“

  
Ah,
  yes! Sweyn Forkbeard, Olaf Tryggvason, Olof Skötkonung, and the
  Cnut
  periods?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
Exactly,”
  Brian said.



“

  
Shall
  we polish our coin?”



“

  
We
  shall,” Brian agreed.




  
Brian
  and Fredrick analyzed the prosecution’s evidence and crafted a
  strategy to refute it. They scrutinized each witness’s
  statements,
  looking for vulnerabilities to leverage in their
  counterarguments.
  Ultimately, they adopted opposing views and debated among
  themselves
  to uncover any potential advantages.




  
After
  an hour, Brian called the correction officers. “We should leave
  early. We need to stop at McDonald’s on the way.”



“

  
We
  won’t be stopping at McDonald’s,” the guard replied.



“

  
There’s
  a free breakfast for you and your team,” Brian said. “All we need
  to do is go through the drive-thru.”



“

  
I’ll
  check with the boss, but I can’t make any promises,” the guard
  said.




  
As
  they drove to the courthouse with Fredrick munching on his
  McMuffin,
  he remarked, “There is one last thing I need to tell you before
  we
  start our defense.”



“

  
What
  is it?” Brian asked, not particularly excited. “I cannot handle
  any more of your surprises today.”




  
Fredrick
  shared another coordinate: “28.438880 -82.123489”



“

  
Are
  you fucking serious?” Brian shouted. “Another box? I’m working
  my ass off to keep you from facing the death penalty, and yet
  you’re
  still playing games! I can’t win.”



“

  
There
  are no more secrets, Counselor. I thought you would want to do
  the
  right thing and recover the remains of the final victims. This is
  also a necessary step in our relationship, Mr. Ross.”



“

  
We
  don’t have a relationship, Fredrick,” Brian said. “We never
  have, and we never will.”



“

  
Never
  is quite a long time,” Fredrick said. “Let me remind you of your
  words: ‘Anything is possible.’


  

  


  
”




  
Brian
  called Ivan. “I know you’re busy with the task I just assigned
  you, but could you have one of those associates you borrowed give
  me
  a call? It needs to be now.”



“

  
Already
  on it, Boss,” Ivan said.




  
About
  five minutes later, Brian’s phone rang. It was one of the
  associates Ivan had borrowed from a nearby law firm. “Hello? Mr.
  Ross, this is Ricky Smart. Ivan mentioned that you wanted me to
  call
  you?”



“

  
Ricky,
  I need you to complete an urgent task at once,” Brian said.
  “Please
  jot down the following coordinates and plot them on our map.
  After
  determining the location, coordinate with the local law
  enforcement
  agency. Then, head to the area and dig at the specified
  coordinates.
  You should discover a buried box containing three envelopes.
  Please
  open the envelopes, make copies of all the information, and
  return
  them to the office. I’ll arrive later this evening after my court
  appearance.”



“

  
I
  understand. Should I bring Stefan along? He’s another associate,”
  Ricky said.



“

  
Of
  course. It’s safer in numbers,” Brian said.



“

  
Safer
  in numbers? What does that mean?” Ricky asked.



“

  
You’ll
  find out soon enough,” Brian said. “Text Ivan after you retrieve
  the box and again when you return to the office. And Ricky, be
  cautious. This could be risky.”



“

  
I
  like the sound of that,” Ricky said with concern. “Is this
  anything like what happened to Jake?”



“

  
I’m
  not certain, but it might be similar,” Brian said.



“

  
All
  right,” Ricky said. “It’s better than being in the office.
  Don’t worry, I can handle this. I’m on my way.”



“

  
Thank
  you, Ricky. Good luck,” Brian replied.




  
When
  Brian and Fredrick reached the courthouse, Fredrick was
  processed.
  One of the court officers said, “I apologize, sir, but you can’t
  enter this way. You’ll need to go around front.”



“

  
You
  know you’re sending me to the wolves, right?” Brian asked.
  





  
The
  officer only shrugged in response. 





  
Brian
  walked to the front of the courthouse, where the media awaited.
  As
  reporters bombarded him with questions, he calmly glanced at his
  watch. “I can take two or three questions. Mrs. Simmons, you can
  go
  first.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Kelly Simmons, Bay News 9. Thank you for taking my
  question.
  Our sources indicate you provided what could be considered
  incriminating information against your client to a dozen
  sheriff’s
  offices: Lake, Volusia, Seminole, Orange, Brevard, Polk, Sumter,
  Marion, Hernando, Pasco, Hillsborough, and Pinellas counties. Do
  you
  care to comment on that, Mr. Ross?”



“

  
It
  is not what it seems,” Brian said. “I did not implicate my
  client. Our team collaborated with these law enforcement agencies
  to
  locate and recover the remains of numerous unsolved murder
  victims as
  part of our internal investigation.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Andrew McClarkey, BBC News. Why did your team work with the
  sheriff’s offices? Is this part of the plea deal for Mr.
  Richardson?”



“

  
This
  wasn’t included in last week’s plea agreement,” Brian said. “We
  required assistance from the local police to conduct our
  investigation. To finalize our investigation, we had to share
  information with these sheriff’s offices.” 




“

  
Mr.
  Ross, a follow-up question, if you please. Your client testified
  that
  he killed seventy-six people. Did your client, Mr. Richardson,
  provide the information on the whereabouts of all of the victims?
  Do
  you believe he has killed more than these victims?”



“

  
That
  was two questions and no comment,” Brian said.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Jennifer Carroll, NBC News. Why did your client testify
  that he
  killed all those people? Can you tell us that?”



“

  
I
  cannot say,” Brian said.



“

  
Rachel
  McMichaels, CBS News. Your client admitted to killing seventy-six
  people last week in court. Rumors are circulating that he may
  have
  killed more than he testified to. Do you believe your client is
  lying
  under oath?”




  
Brian
  smiled. “Of all the accusations levied against my client, lying
  under oath would be the least of my concerns.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Andrew McClarkey, BBC. How does it feel to defend one of
  the
  worst serial killers in Florida history?”



“

  
Even
  though my client testified that he killed seventy-six men, women,
  and
  children, I would like to remind the media and public that as of
  today, Mr. Richardson has not been found guilty of any crimes,”
  Brian said.



“

  
Andrew
  Dickson, CNN. The demographics of the other alleged victims do
  not
  fit the profile of the victims killed in the Bay Area. Could it
  be
  that a different serial killer killed those victims?”



“

  
Anything
  is possible.” As soon as he answered, Brian immediately thought
  of
  Fredrick quoting him earlier, saying the same thing. Brian thinks
  to
  himself, 


  

    
I
    need to become less predictable
  


  
.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Daria Pawlowski, Q105 Radio News. It is my understanding
  you
  are upset with DJs Mike B. and Melissa M. Is there anything you
  would
  like to say to them?”



“

  
Yes.
  You are both great DJs. Continue to be great DJs and play great
  music. That is all the time I have. Thank you,” Brian said
  politely
  as he walked up the courthouse steps. 





  
Inside
  the courthouse, Brian found Fredrick seated by himself at the
  table.
  “Good morning again, Fredrick. We have to stop meeting like
  this.”



“

  
Do
  not worry, Counselor,” Fredrick said, his tone aggressive. “We
  will meet outside of these walls soon enough.”




  
Brian
  ignored Fredrick’s threat. “I am amazed they let you sit here at
  the table by yourself.”



“

  
Perhaps
  you fail to see the seventeen police officers standing on the
  outskirts of the courtroom.”



“

  
I
  didn’t mean that you would be foolish enough to make a break for
  it,” Brian said. “I’m simply stating I am surprised they let
  you sit here unsupervised.”




  
Annoyed,
  Fredrick asked, “Is that what you are, Counselor? Are you my
  supervisor?”




  
Brian
  laughed. “If I were your supervisor, Fredrick, I would have fired
  you long ago.”




  
Fredrick
  laughed. “That hurts! If I had feelings, I would be upset by that
  comment.”



“

  
We
  either start winning today, or we lose.”



“

  
I
  prefer the former of the two,” Fredrick said.



“

  
For
  once, we agree on something,” Brian said.




  
Ivan
  entered the courtroom and sat at the table. “Boss, Ricky phone
  you?”



“

  
Yes,
  thank you, Ivan. Hopefully, nothing happens to them.”




  
Ivan
  handed Brian a folder and a CD. “Boss, other task complete. I
  sneak
  copy on State table as I walk past.”




  
A
  bailiff shouted, “All rise for the Honorable Judge Renée
  Galloway!” 




“

  
Good
  morning, ladies and gentlemen,” Judge Galloway said. “Today is
  October 5th, 2026, and the time is 7:07 a.m. We will now resume
  the
  trial of the State of Florida versus Fredrick Edgar Allan
  Richardson.
  Is the defense ready to present its case?”



“

  
Yes,
  Your Honor,” Brian replied while rising to his feet. “With your
  permission, my associate Ivan will help me question the
  witnesses.”



“

  
Do
  you require assistance in questioning the witnesses, Mr. Ross?
  Judge
  Galloway asked.



“

  
No,
  Your Honor. It’s nothing of that sort. It’s for my associate’s
  professional development.”



“

  
Does
  the State have any objections?” Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
Other
  than I won’t understand half of what Mr. Smirnov says, none, Your
  Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
Very
  well, Mr. Ross, you and your team may proceed with your first
  witness,” Judge Galloway said.



“

  
The
  defense would like to call Detective Gregory Smith back to the
  stand,” Brian said.




  
Brian
  commenced his questioning. “Detective Smith, where were you on
  the
  evening of May 21st, 2026, around 9:55 p.m.?”



“

  
I
  was at BAB’S Secret Lounge on Pointe Village Drive, Lutz,
  Florida.”



“

  
What
  time did you get to the bar?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  arrived at BAB’S after my shift, around 8:15 p.m.”



“

  
What
  time did you leave the bar?”



“

  
I
  departed the bar at 10:10 p.m.,” Detective Smith answered.



“

  
Please
  inform the court about the legal alcohol limit in the State of
  Florida,” Brian requested.



“

  
The
  blood alcohol concentration—BAC—limit in Florida is 0.08
  percent.”



“

  
What’s
  your weight, Detective Smith? 220 pounds? 230 pounds?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
I
  weigh 221 pounds.”




  
Brian
  then asked, “How many drinks could a man weighing 221 pounds
  consume in two hours to stay under a BAC of 0.08 percent?”



“

  
Probably
  four or five drinks.”



“

  
How
  many drinks did you have that night, Detective Smith?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
I’ve
  addressed this question before.”



“

  
Please
  answer again, Detective Smith,” Brian insisted.



“

  
I
  had three drinks,” Detective Smith confirmed.



“

  
What
  were those drinks?”



“

  
One
  shot of tequila and two Rum and Cokes,” Detective Smith
  replied.



“

  
Were
  they double shots?” Brian asked.



“

  
No,
  they weren’t,” Detective Smith clarified.



“

  
Three
  drinks would result in a BAC of around 0.051 percent after two
  hours.
  Is that accurate?” Brian asked.



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
That’s
  under the legal limit,” Brian said.



“

  
Correct,”
  Detective Smith affirmed.



“

  
What
  were you doing on La Crescent Court that evening, Detective
  Smith?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
I
  followed you home to make sure you arrived safely.”



“

  
So
  you don’t reside on La Crescent Court?” Brian asked.



“

  
No,
  I do not,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
How
  did you end up hitting my client’s car that night?” Brian
  probed.



“

  
It
  was raining, and my windows became foggy,” Detective Smith said.
  “I
  swerved to avoid someone in the street, which unfortunately led
  me to
  hit Mr. Richardson’s parked car.”



“

  
Did
  you read Mr. Richardson his Miranda rights that night?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
Did
  you read them more than once?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  read them three times.”



“

  
Why
  would you do that? Isn’t one reading enough?” Brian asked.



“

  
The
  first two times, I was interrupted when Mr. Richardson assaulted
  me,”
  Detective Smith said.



“

  
Did
  you thoroughly read the rights during the third attempt?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
Are
  you certain?” Brian pressed.



“

  
I
  informed him of his rights, Mr. Ross,” Detective Smith
  responded.



“

  
Did
  you offer to have your insurance cover the damages to my client’s
  car?”



“

  
I
  did,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
Did
  you also propose five hundred dollars cash along with the
  insurance
  claim to my client?” Brian asked.



“

  
Yes,”
  Detective Smith replied.



“

  
Why
  did you do that, Detective Smith?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  did it to address his inconvenience. He was visibly upset; it was
  raining, and we were both drenched. I just wanted to move on; it
  had
  been a rough day.”



“

  
Are
  you certain that five hundred dollars wasn’t a bribe because you
  were intoxicated?” Brian asked.



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor! There is no evidence suggesting that Detective Smith
  was
  drunk that evening,” Ms. Schlitz shouted.



“

  
Your
  Honor, Detective Smith has claimed he was not intoxicated,” Brian
  said. “However, I believe the evidence will indicate
  otherwise.”



“

  
You
  know full damn well I wasn’t drunk, Brian!” Detective Smith
  said.



“

  
Order!”
  Judge Galloway commanded. “Detective Smith, you are to answer the
  questions and refrain from any further comments.”




  
Detective
  Smith shook his head. “Yes, Your Honor.”




  
Addressing
  Brian, Judge Galloway said, “Mr. Ross, you are accusing a
  respected
  officer of the law of a serious crime. Are you certain you wish
  to
  continue with this questioning?”



“

  
I
  do, Your Honor.”



“

  
Very
  well. You may proceed. However, if the evidence does not back
  your
  argument, you risk facing a lawsuit,” Judge Galloway
  warned.



“

  
Understood,
  Your Honor.”



“

  
I
  was not drunk, Mr. Ross,” Detective Smith said. “I was attempting
  to expedite the process.”



“

  
One
  final question, Detective Smith: Is it the policy that an officer
  who
  is intoxicated can make a legal arrest in Hillsborough County?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
No,”
  Detective Smith answered.



“

  
I’m
  sorry, but I have one more question,” Brian said. “Do you know
  that if a public official offers or accepts something of value
  with
  the intent to influence their official responsibilities, such as
  giving money to evade criminal charges, it is regarded as
  bribery?”



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, no further questions. I would like to recall this witness
  at a
  later date,” Brian said.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz then cross-examined Detective Smith. “Detective Smith,
  were
  you intoxicated on the evening of May 21st, 2026?”



“

  
No.”



“

  
Did
  you consume more than the three drinks you previously testified
  to?”
  she asked.



“

  
No,”
  Detective Smith answered.



“

  
Detective
  Smith, did you attempt to bribe Mr. Richardson by offering him
  five
  hundred dollars?”



“

  
No.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
Detective
  Smith, you are dismissed, but you can be recalled at a later
  date,”
  Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Your
  Honor, the defense wishes to recall Adam Qwen to the witness
  stand,”
  Brian said. “Mr. Qwen, I have just one question for you. At any
  point during the evening of May 21st, 2026, did you detect
  alcohol on
  Detective Smith?”



“

  
Yes,”
  Mr. Qwen answered.



“

  
I’m
  sorry, but I have a few more questions based on your answer. Do
  you
  remember if the alcohol scent was faint or strong?”



“

  
It
  was strong,” Mr. Qwen replied.



“

  
Mr.
  Qwen, how long were you present at the scene that evening?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
I
  don’t know for certain, but I left at 5:55 a.m., so it was nearly
  all night,” Mr. Qwen said.



“

  
Do
  you remember the various types of police officers who responded
  to
  Detective Smith’s call for backup?”



“

  
I
  think the first vehicle on the scene was a Hillsborough County
  Sheriff’s Officer. Following that was an officer from the Pasco
  County Sheriff’s Office. Later, I noticed a Tampa Police
  Department
  car. Several Florida Highway Patrol vehicles were also present. I
  recall that around 4:00 a.m., the Florida Department of Law
  Enforcement arrived and interviewed me. I also saw the FBI there,
  but
  they did not question me.”



“

  
Thank
  you, Mr. Qwen,” Brian said. “No further questions, Your Honor. I
  would like to recall this witness at a later time.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz began her cross-examination. “Mr. Qwen, are you an expert
  in blood alcohol content?”



“

  
No,
  I am not.”



“

  
Are
  you an expert in assessing whether someone is intoxicated?” Ms.
  Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  am not an expert, I’m afraid.”



“

  
Are
  you an expert in determining how much alcohol it takes for
  someone to
  smell of it?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  am not,” he said.



“

  
Mr.
  Qwen, if you’re not an expert, how can you determine if Detective
  Smith was intoxicated?”



“

  
I
  didn’t say Detective Smith was intoxicated,” Mr. Qwen said. “I
  said I detected a strong smell of alcohol on him.”



“

  
If
  you’re not an alcohol expert, how can you define ‘strong’?”
  Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
I
  was about three feet away, and the odor was as if I had an open
  bottle of liquor right under my nose. That’s how it smelled, even
  from three feet away.”



“

  
Perhaps
  you have a sensitive nose?”



“

  
Maybe
  I do,” Mr. Qwen answered. 




“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor.”



“

  
Mr.
  Qwen, you are dismissed,” Judge Galloway said. “You remain under
  oath and can be called again later.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, the defense requests Mr. Brian Ross to take the stand,”
  Brian said.



“

  
Objection!
  On what grounds?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
As
  a material witness, Your Honor,” Brian said. “I was at the bar
  with Detective Smith and can testify about his alcohol
  consumption
  that night.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, this breaches the advocate-witness rule,” Ms. Schlitz
  contended.



“

  
Your
  Honor, Mr. Ross testimony relate uncontested issue,” Ivan said.
  “Detective Smith not on trial today. Witness testimony about
  Detective Smith, his testimony and credibility, not affect
  defendant.”



“

  
If
  Mr. Ross is eager to testify, he should recuse himself from the
  case
  to avoid any conflict of interest,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
Your
  Honor, Mr. Ross chosen by client specifically,” Ivan said.
  “Disqualifying Mr. Ross significantly hinders client’s
  defense.”



“

  
Absolutely
  not, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said. “Mr. Ross has a bias toward
  the defense and will say anything to support his client.”



“

  
Are
  you accusing me of perjury even before I take the stand?” Brian
  shouted at Ms. Schlitz.



“

  
Your
  Honor, Mr. Ross will refrain from making any detrimental
  statements
  against his case and will likely criticize Detective Smith
  instead,
  which could damage the State’s position,” Ms. Schlitz said. “He
  cannot be trusted.”



“

  
That’s
  why you have the right to cross-examine the witness, Counselor,”
  Judge Galloway said. “Objection overruled. Mr. Ross, you may take
  the stand. Your testimony must focus solely on Detective Smith
  and
  the topic of alcohol consumption. Nothing else better come out of
  your mouth.”




  
Brian
  took the stand. 





  
Ivan
  asked, “Mr. Ross, on evening 21st May 2026, you make party with
  Detective Smith at BAB’S Secret Lounge?”



“

  
Correct,”
  Brian said.



“

  
Do
  you observe Detective Smith drink alcoholic drink?” Ivan
  asked.



“

  
Yes,”
  Brian answered.



“

  
How
  many drink you see Detective Smith drink?” Ivan asked.



“

  
Firsthand,
  I observed him drinking at least three alcoholic beverages,”
  Brian
  said.



“

  
Do
  you see him drink more than three?”



“

  
No,”
  Brian said.



“

  
Do
  you smell alcohol on Detective Smith this evening?” Ivan
  asked.



“

  
Yes,”
  Brian replied.



“

  
When
  you smell alcohol on him?” Ivan asked.



“

  
Toward
  the end of the evening, he smelled like he had been drinking all
  day.
  He reeked of alcohol,” Brian said.



“

  
At
  any time you leave Detective Smith alone in bar?” Ivan
  asked.



“

  
Several
  times. I went to the bathroom at least three or four times, and
  my
  wife, Carolyn, and I played three rounds of darts,” Brian
  said.



“

  
Where
  Detective Smith this time?”



“

  
He
  sat at the bar the entire evening,” Brian said. “He never left
  the bar.”



“

  
Did
  Detective Smith ever have zero drink sitting at bar?” Ivan
  asked.



“

  
Every
  time I noticed him during the evening, he was holding a
  drink.”



“

  
Defense
  make no more question, Your Honor,” Ivan said. “Defense want call
  Mr. Ross back at later time.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz stood up and started walking toward the witness. “Your
  Honor, permission to approach the witness?”



“

  
Denied,”
  Judge Galloway said.




  
Taken
  aback by the denial, Ms. Schlitz stopped and walked back to her
  table. “Mr. Ross, were you drinking the night of May 21st,
  2026?”



“

  
Yes,”
  Brian answered.



“

  
Were
  you drunk, intoxicated, or otherwise inebriated?”



“

  
I
  was likely over the legal limit, yes,” Brian said.



“

  
Do
  you think that inebriation inhibits one’s ability to quantify if
  someone else is intoxicated?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  never said Detective Smith was intoxicated.”



“

  
That
  was not the question, Mr. Ross,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
I
  would think inebriation disqualifies anyone from doing anything
  from
  a legal standpoint,” Brian said.



“

  
If
  you were inebriated, Mr. Ross, how do you know if Detective Smith
  had
  one drink or fifteen?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  only testified to what I saw. I saw him drink three drinks. No
  more,
  no less. There is no conjecture.”



“

  
Since
  you had been drinking alcohol, what makes your testimony
  accurate?”
  Ms. Schlitz asked.




  
Brian
  smiled. “That is an excellent point, Ms. Schlitz. I suppose my
  testimony would be no more accurate than Detective
  Smith’s.”



“

  
You
  do not get to decide that, Mr. Ross,” Ms. Schlitz said.




  
Smiling,
  Brian said, “Again, you are correct, Ms. Schlitz. The jury will
  decide.”




  
Realizing
  she was digging herself into a hole, Ms. Schlitz said, “No
  further
  questions, Your Honor.”



“

  
Very
  well, you may stand down, Mr. Ross,” Judge Galloway said.




  
As
  Brian walked back to his table, he asked Ivan, “What was that?
  You’re not calling me back to the witness stand.”



“

  
Boss,
  never know future,” Ivan said. “May need back on stand.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, the defense would like to call Harley McBride to the
  witness
  stand,” Brian said in frustration.




  
Harley
  took the stand, and Ivan asked her questions. “Mrs. Harley
  McBride—”




  
Harley
  quickly interrupted Ivan. “It’s Miss.”



“

  
Oh,
  you are single?”




  
Harley
  smiled at Ivan. “I am. Very much so.”




  
As
  Ivan started to speak, Judge Galloway loudly cleared her throat,
  giving him a stern look. 





  
Ivan
  paused for a second. “Miss Harley, you are bartender at BAB’S
  Secret Lounge, no?”



“

  
Yes,
  I am,” Harley said.



“

  
How
  many year you work at bar?”



“

  
I
  have worked there for the past seven years.”



“

  
Have
  you during work remember Mr. Brian Ross or Detective Gregory
  Smith?”
  Ivan asked.



“

  
I
  am familiar with both of them. They are regulars,” Harley
  confirmed.



“

  
Do
  you know when they have drinking too much?”



“

  
Objection!”
  Ms. Schlitz yelled. “The witness is not a toxicology
  expert.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, witness make living get people drunk,” Ivan said. “Who
  know better than person who see ten hour a day six day a week
  people
  get drunk?”



“

  
That’s
  a fair point,” Judge Galloway said. “Overruled.”



“

  
Miss
  pretty Harley, you may answer question now,” Ivan said.



“

  
Yes,
  I can usually tell when my patrons are getting drunk or are too
  intoxicated,” Harley said.



“

  
Do
  you recall night Detective Smith and Brian drink together. Night
  of
  21st May 2026?” Ivan asked.



“

  
I
  do,” Harley said. “I remember it very well.”



“

  
Why
  you remember it well?”



“

  
Me
  and two other bartenders were amazed that Detective Smith was
  standing,” Harley said.



“

  
Why
  you say this?” Ivan asked.



“

  
He
  smelled like he drank the entire bar, but he was sitting there
  calm
  as can be,” Harley said. “We were all impressed by his
  tolerance.”



“

  
Did
  you serve Detective Smith alcoholic beverage this night?”



“

  
Yes,
  one drink,” Harley said. “A shot of tequila.”



“

  
How
  you remember this?”



“

  
Because
  he bought all of us bartenders a shot, we did it together,”
  Harley
  said. “It was right before he and Mr. Ross left.”



“

  
You
  serve Mr. Ross alcoholic beverage this night?” Ivan asked.



“

  
Yes.
  I believe he had five or six drinks that evening,” Harley said.
  “His wife didn’t drink, though. She only had water. She was very
  nice.”



“

  
Yes,
  Mrs. Carolyn, very nice woman,” Ivan said. “I must make say this,
  she Boss’s wife.” Everyone laughed in the courtroom. “Last
  question, you ever see defendant in bar?” Ivan asked.




  
Harley
  looked at Fredrick. “I don’t think so. Other than what I’ve
  seen on television, he doesn’t look familiar to me.”



“

  
I
  make no more question, Your Honor,” Ivan said. He extended his
  hand
  and escorted Harley off the witness stand. 





  
Harley
  smiled at him. “You should come to BAB’S sometime. I would love
  to see you.”




  
Brian
  stood. “The defense would like to call Matias Wilkinson to the
  stand.”



“

  
Mr.
  Wilkinson, can you please tell the court your profession?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
I
  am a researcher at the University of South Florida, focusing on
  the
  effects of alcohol on health and well-being.”



“

  
What
  specifically do you do?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  examine the biological, psychological, and social factors
  associated
  with alcohol use and its impact on individuals and society,” Mr.
  Wilkinson explained.



“

  
Are
  you an expert in alcoholism?”



“

  
I
  am.”



“

  
Are
  you also an expert in intoxication?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  am,” Mr. Wilkinson confirmed.



“

  
As
  an expert, can you determine if someone is intoxicated without
  using
  traditional methods like a blood test or breathalyzer?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
Yes,
  there are field tests, signs such as bloodshot eyes, slurred
  speech,
  and, notably, the smell of alcohol.”



“

  
Is
  it scientifically valid to use the scent of alcohol to assess
  whether
  someone is intoxicated?” Brian asked.



“

  
Yes.
  Alcohol molecules, like other volatile substances, evaporate and
  spread in the atmosphere,” Mr. Wilkinson said. “This movement
  occurs as molecules transition from a region of high
  concentration to
  one of low concentration, in accordance with the principles of
  diffusion. The human body processes alcohol at a slow and
  consistent
  rate, typically around 0.015 to 0.020 blood alcohol concentration
  per
  hour. It can take several hours for an individual’s BAC to return
  to zero. Therefore, a higher BAC means a longer timeframe for
  alcohol
  elimination, which also leads to a lasting odor. 




“

  
Research
  reveals that a BAC of 0.05 percent to 0.09 percent is associated
  with
  noticeable alcohol odor only 39 percent of the time. A strong
  odor
  typically suggests a blood alcohol concentration (BAC) above 0.08
  percent. Additional studies indicate that detection rates for
  odor
  increase with BAC levels, reaching 85 percent at or above 0.08
  percent and approaching 100 percent for BACs above 0.26 percent.
  Higher BAC correlates with a more detectable alcohol odor.
  Interestingly, statistics show that police officers find odor
  detection is more accurate at BAC levels of 0.08 percent or
  higher.”



“

  
Using
  your expertise, what would a BAC have to be for someone to
  maintain a
  strong scent of alcohol after five hours?” Brian asked.



“

  
It
  is challenging to identify a specific blood alcohol concentration
  level correlated with the presence of alcohol odor after five
  hours,”
  Mr. Wilkinson said. “Detection may fluctuate based on various
  factors, including gender, body weight, and metabolic rate, which
  collectively influence the speed at which an individual
  metabolizes
  alcohol, thereby affecting the duration and intensity of the
  odor.”



“

  
You
  are an expert in the field of alcohol toxicology,” Brian said.
  “Surely, you can make an appropriate estimate as to what the BAC
  would be of someone who smelled like alcohol after five
  hours?”



“

  
I
  am sorry, but this is not something I would feel comfortable
  calculating,” Mr. Wilkinson said. “There are too many variables
  and unknowns.”



“

  
I
  understand,” Brian said. “Let me rephrase the question. If a male
  weighed 221 pounds, and the scent of alcohol was scientifically
  considered strong after a five-hour duration of time had passed,
  would the BAC likely be above or below 0.08 percent?”



“

  
In
  your hypothetical, it is my estimation the BAC would be well over
  the
  0.08 percent threshold you provided.”



“

  
Aside
  from being intoxicated, is there any other reason someone might
  smell
  like alcohol for five hours?” Brian asked.




  
Mr.
  Wilkinson thought about the question. “If they bathed in
  it.”



“

  
Bathed
  in it? You’re joking, right?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  assure you, I’m not,” Mr. Wilkinson said. “If someone poured
  alcohol on themselves and their clothes, they would still have a
  strong scent of it after five hours. This is the only logical
  explanation I can think of right now, aside from being
  intoxicated.”



“

  
What
  if someone spilled one drink on themselves?” Brian asked. “Would
  that present as a strong alcohol scent after five hours?”



“

  
If
  someone spilled one drink on themselves, which is approximately
  0.06
  ounces of alcohol, the scent would be detectable, but I do not
  believe it would be classified as strong after five
  hours.”



“

  
What
  about two drinks?” Brian asked.



“

  
Again,
  the scent of alcohol would be slightly more detectable, since
  there
  is now 1.20 ounces of alcohol,” Mr. Wilkinson said. “However, I
  would not classify it as being strong five hours later.”



“

  
Mr.
  Qwen testified, and I quote, ‘All I know was I was standing about
  three feet away from him. The smell of alcohol on him was like I
  was
  holding an open bottle of liquor directly under my nose, and I
  took a
  big whiff. That’s what he smelled like. But at a distance of
  three
  feet.’ Mr. Wilkinson, based on your expertise, how many drinks
  would one need to spill on themselves to emit a strong scent of
  alcohol after two hours? Strong is defined as smelling the
  alcohol
  from three feet away as if you were sniffing the bottle
  directly.”



“

  
For
  the scent to possess such a level of potency, after two hours and
  at
  a distance of three feet, employing a standard drink as the unit
  of
  measurement, I estimate that six to nine ounces of alcohol would
  produce a sufficiently strong scent, contingent upon variables
  such
  as weather conditions and the type of clothing worn,
  naturally.”



“

  
Naturally,”
  Brian said. “And after five hours, Mr. Wilkinson?”



“

  
Five
  hours? Using the same methodology, I estimate that at least
  eighteen
  ounces would be required to produce a robust scent after five
  hours
  at a distance of three feet. This quantity would be approximately
  three-quarters of a standard bottle of liquor.”



“

  
It
  seems that, from your experience, someone would need to spill ten
  or
  more drinks on themselves for the scent to be as strong as
  smelling a
  bottle of alcohol right under your nose when standing three feet
  away
  and after five hours. That’s quite a fascinating
  perspective!”



“

  
You
  are correct,” Mr. Wilkinson said.



“

  
If
  the person did not spill alcohol on themselves but drank the
  alcohol
  instead, how many drinks would it take for the scent on them to
  be
  equivalent to smelling a bottle of alcohol directly under your
  nose
  after five hours?” Brian asked. “Again, this is not a scientific
  answer, Mr. Wilkinson. I only ask for your best approximation
  based
  on your expertise, experience, and knowledge.”



“

  
For
  the scent to possess such a degree of potency, after five hours
  and
  at a distance of three feet, I estimate a person would have to
  consume a minimum of twelve to fifteen standard alcoholic
  beverages
  to emit a scent sufficiently strong enough to match your
  criteria,
  contingent upon their alcohol content.”



“

  
Twelve
  to fifteen standard alcoholic beverages . . . If the
  drinking window was only two hours, what would the BAC be for a
  male
  weighing 221 pounds who consumed twelve to fifteen standard
  alcoholic
  beverages? A rough estimate, of course, Mr. Wilkinson.”



“

  
For
  a male weighing 221 pounds who consumes twelve to fifteen
  standard
  drinks over two hours, the estimated blood alcohol concentration
  would range from approximately 0.18 percent to 0.28 percent.
  Naturally, my estimation is derived using the average rate of
  alcohol
  metabolism and does not consider individual variations.”



“

  
Is
  a BAC of 0.18 percent to 0.28 percent above the legal limit in
  the
  state of Florida?” Brian asked.



“

  
Yes,”
  Mr. Wilkinson said. “The higher level is more than 245 percent
  above the legal limit of 0.08. I would imagine they would need an
  ambulance if they drank that much.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Brian said.



“

  
Mr.
  Wilkinson, if a 221-pound man only had three drinks over two
  hours,
  what would his BAC be?”



“

  
Once
  again, there are many variables and factors, but for hypothetical
  purposes, I would estimate the BAC would be 0.03 percent,” Mr.
  Wilkinson said. 




“

  
Is
  that above or below Florida’s legal limit, Mr. Wilkinson?” Ms.
  Schlitz asked.



“

  
It
  is well below the 0.08 percent threshold,” Mr. Wilkinson
  said.



“

  
If
  a person’s BAC is below 0.08 percent, is it possible for that
  person to still have the scent of alcohol on them after two
  hours?”
  Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
Yes,
  of course,” he replied.



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.




  
Brian
  stood up. “Quick rebuttal, Your Honor.”



“

  
You
  may proceed, Mr. Ross,” Judge Galloway said.



“

  
If
  a person’s BAC is below 0.08 percent, is it possible for that
  person to still have a strong scent of alcohol on them after five
  hours?” Brian asked.



“

  
No.
  A strong scent, as previously defined, would be well above the
  0.08
  percent threshold after five hours, let alone two.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Brian said. “The defense would
  like to call Arturo Saunders as its next witness.”




  
Judge
  Galloway looked at the clock. “It is ten minutes to the hour. The
  court is adjourned and will resume at 7:00 a.m. on October 7th,
  2026.
  You can call your witness then, Mr. Ross.”
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Court:
Day Seven, October 7, 2026, 7:12 a.m.
  



 







  
Brian
  and Ivan sat quietly at their table in the courthouse. Fredrick
  joined them, taking a seat beside them. Oddly, no one greeted one
  another; everyone was focused on the arguments ahead. 





  
The
  prosecution scolded her team and loudly shuffled her papers,
  irritating those in the gallery.



“

  
All
  rise for the Honorable Judge Renée Galloway!” a bailiff
  announced.



“

  
Good
  morning, ladies and gentlemen. Today is October 7th, 2026, and
  the
  time is 7:12 a.m. We will now continue the trial of the State of
  Florida versus Fredrick Edgar Allan Richardson. Is the defense
  prepared to call its next witness?”



“

  
Yes,
  Your Honor,” Brian replied as he rose. “The defense wishes to
  call Arturo Saunders.”




  
After
  the witness was escorted and sworn in, Ivan stood up. “Mr.
  Saunders, I am Russian. My English so-so. Please, if question,
  ask.”



“

  
I
  understand,” Mr. Saunders said.



“

  
You
  make law for Tampa Police, yes?” Ivan asked.



“

  
I
  can understand you well enough,” Mr. Saunders said. “I serve as
  one of several attorneys for the Tampa Police Department.”



“

  
Your
  duty include interpreting legal matter for police department,
  yes?”
  Ivan asked.



“

  
Yes,”
  Mr. Saunders said.



“

  
This
  include legal concern for officer behavior?”



“

  
It
  does, yes,” he replied.



“

  
Mr.
  Saunders, one of your officer drinking with BAC of greater than
  0.08
  percent, they cause car accident, offer cash payment for
  inconvenience, get in physical altercation with suspect, leading
  to
  arresting of suspect,” Ivan said. “Does officer behavior be
  concern for legal action?”



“

  
I
  understand,” Mr. Saunders said. “Let’s proceed with one matter
  at a time. First, in the state of Florida, there is no statutory
  provision requiring law enforcement officers to maintain sobriety
  when exercising their authority to make arrests. However, an
  officer’s impaired condition may raise significant concerns
  regarding the legitimacy of the arrest and their reliability as a
  witness. This is a concern for the TPD. Next, if an officer
  arrests
  someone while visibly intoxicated, the suspect might claim that
  the
  officer’s actions are invalid because of their impairment. This
  could result in the dismissal of charges or the initiation of
  other
  legal proceedings. Additionally, the officer’s intoxication could
  undermine the credibility of their actions and statements,
  potentially influencing the outcome of future legal proceedings.
  This
  is another concern of ours.”



“

  
You
  are familiar of specifics to Mr. Richardson’s case, no?” Ivan
  asked.



“

  
Yes,
  I am,” Mr. Saunders replied.



“

  
Knowing
  today what you not know yesterday, what your legal advice to
  police
  when Mr. Richardson arrested?”



“

  
I
  would have advised Chief Mongoose to release Mr. Richardson,” Mr.
  Saunders said.



“

  
You
  don’t say?” Ivan said.



“

  
I
  am not implying that the chief would have taken that action. The
  primary duty of the chief is to safeguard society. My primary
  responsibility is to safeguard the integrity of the police
  department. In my professional opinion, it would have been
  prudent to
  release Mr. Richardson, as the circumstances surrounding his
  arrest
  present numerous ambiguous factors that could have led to
  potential
  legal complications for the department.”



“

  
Even
  though suspect have little child with removal of head in car, you
  recommend release?” Ivan asked.



“

  
Yes,”
  Mr. Saunders said. “We would have identified an alternative
  method
  to apprehend Mr. Richardson.”



“

  
Specifically,
  what legal issues you are referring?” Ivan asked.



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said. “The defense is asking the witness
  to provide legal advice on how to defend his client
  better.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, I assure you, we don’t need legal advice on this case,”
  Brian said. “We request that the jury consider the testimony of a
  reliable witness, particularly regarding the legal points he
  raised
  in his statement.”



“

  
Objection
  overruled,” Judge Galloway said. “You will answer the question,
  Mr. Saunders.”



“

  
A
  suspect may present several arguments,” Mr. Saunders said.
  “First,
  they can challenge the legality of the officer’s actions. A
  suspect
  might argue that the actions taken by an intoxicated officer—such
  as conducting a search or making an arrest—were unlawful,
  asserting
  that the officer’s judgment was impaired by alcohol, thus
  compromising their ability to act according to the law. This
  situation could suggest that the search is invalid or that the
  arrest
  lacked probable cause because the officer was compromised.
  




“

  
Second,
  the suspect could seek to have the evidence declared
  inadmissible. If
  an officer under the influence obtained evidence during an
  unlawful
  search or arrest, the suspect could argue that the evidence
  should be
  excluded at trial, claiming it was obtained through improper
  means.
  This could lead to the dismissal of charges if the evidence is
  crucial to the case. 




“

  
Furthermore,
  a suspect might assert that the arrest was illegal. If an officer
  was
  under the influence of substances while making an arrest, this
  could
  classify the arrest as unlawful, leading the suspect to argue for
  its
  dismissal. Finally, a suspect might contest the officer’s
  authority
  to carry out the arrest. They could claim that the officer’s
  intoxication compromised their ability to lawfully conduct an
  arrest
  or search, thereby invalidating their actions. This could weaken
  the
  prosecution’s case and potentially lead to a dismissal.”



“

  
Very
  much specific detail answer,” Ivan said. “Thank you. Have you
  observe one of these legal issues in court?”



“

  
Thankfully,
  these occurrences are infrequent. However, I have observed all of
  them being upheld in a court of law,” Mr. Saunders said.



“

  
Your
  professional opinion, cash offer after accident, officer having
  been
  drinking, this criminal act by officer?” Ivan asked.



“

  
When
  a police officer makes a cash offer, it may be perceived as an
  attempt to settle damages and potentially evade legal
  consequences,”
  Mr. Saunders said. “From a legal standpoint, this can also be
  interpreted as a form of bribery. Even if the officer is off
  duty,
  their position and ability to influence the outcome of a traffic
  incident are vital considerations in assessing bribery.”



“

  
You
  watch video of Detective Smith altercation with defendant?” Ivan
  asked.



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
In
  video, Detective Smith try to get defendant not call police. Is
  this
  crime?”



“

  
The
  officer’s suggestion to refrain from contacting the police could
  be
  viewed as a request to circumvent official protocols, aligning
  with
  the established definition of bribery,” Mr. Saunders
  explained.



“

  
You
  say Detective Smith guilty of bribery?” Ivan asked.



“

  
I
  did not assert that,” Mr. Saunders said. “I indicated that some
  individuals might perceive Detective Smith’s actions as
  potentially
  constituting bribery. An investigation and subsequent trial must
  take
  place before any determination can be made regarding Detective
  Smith’s guilt in this matter.”



“

  
Currently,
  there is investigation?” Ivan asked.



“

  
There
  is no investigation.”



“

  
You
  are witness for defense,” Ivan said. “You make testimony to help
  defendant?”



“

  
On
  the contrary, I believe that the defendant is a morally
  reprehensible
  individual who is deserving of appropriate consequences,” Mr.
  Saunders said.



“

  
No
  further question, Your Honor.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz stood up. “Mr. Arturo, can you explain why there hasn’t
  been an investigation into Detective Smith’s behavior on May
  21st,
  2026?”



“

  
Because
  the chief has not requested one.”



“

  
Do
  you think there are enough reasons to initiate an investigation?”
  Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  cannot disclose that information,” Mr. Saunders said.



“

  
Your
  Honor, the witness is being evasive,” Ms. Schlitz said. “I
  respectfully ask that you instruct him to answer the
  question.”



“

  
Mr.
  Saunders, please answer the question as best as you can,” Judge
  Galloway said.



“

  
I
  currently do not have enough evidence to suggest that Detective
  Smith’s actions warrant an investigation,” Mr. Saunders
  said.



“

  
After
  reviewing the video and listening to witness statements, you
  still
  find the evidence inadequate?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
The
  video alone does not provide sufficient evidence,” Mr. Saunders
  said. “Furthermore, individuals charged with crimes often make
  claims similar to those I discussed in my earlier testimony. In
  my
  professional opinion, without additional evidence, there is not
  enough reason to start an investigation.”



“

  
Is
  the TPD ensuring Detective Smith’s protection?” Ms. Schlitz
  asked.



“

  
Detective
  Smith is an esteemed and essential member of the department,” Mr.
  Saunders said. “Nonetheless, suggesting that the TPD is
  overlooking
  potential crimes to protect him is absurd.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor.”




  
Brian
  rose. “The defense would like to call Robert Ekland to the
  stand.”




  
A
  bailiff approached the judge and handed Judge Galloway a large
  yellow
  envelope addressed to Brian Ross. “Mr. Ross, why am I receiving
  your mail? Don’t you have an office for this?”




  
Brian
  pretended to be ignorant. “Your Honor, I’m not sure what you’re
  referencing. What mail?”




  
Judge
  Galloway held the envelope aloft. “This large envelope is
  addressed
  to you, Mr. Ross.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, I can assure you, I have no idea who sent that or what it
  may
  contain,” Brian said.



“

  
Perhaps
  you can open it and discover the contents,” Judge Galloway
  said.




  
A
  bailiff delivered the envelope to Brian. After opening it and
  feigning surprise, he exclaimed, “Your Honor, it seems there’s a
  note and a thumb drive inside.”



“

  
Read
  the note if you will, Mr. Ross,” Judge Galloway demanded.




  
Brian
  said, “Your Honor, it reads: 


  

    
The
    real Killer of Mathew King is on the thumb drive. Call
    witnesses to
    verify the video’s authenticity.
  


  
”




  
Brian
  exclaimed, “Your Honor, I have no idea what is on this video or
  who
  sent it. I find it interesting that both Tripp Montgomery and
  Decan
  Melton, who are video experts, are listed as defense witnesses
  and
  are prepared to testify today. The person who sent this package
  has
  insight into this trial. Perhaps we should watch the video and
  see
  what it contains.”



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor!” Ms. Schlitz shouted. “The State has yet to examine
  the video and has not prepared a rebuttal. I propose we table the
  video until the State has reviewed it.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, the defense hasn’t reviewed the video either,” Brian said.
  “I want to remind you that the court previously viewed a video
  that
  the defense had not seen upon the prosecution’s request.” He
  turned to Ms. Schlitz. “Perhaps we can watch this video together.
  Afterward, we can decide how to proceed.”



“

  
This
  is quite unusual,” Judge Galloway said. “This isn’t the right
  time for discovery, Mr. Ross.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, the note claims the real killer appears in the video. We
  owe
  it to Mathew King to at least view it, especially if it helps
  identify his killer,” argued Brian.



“

  
I
  will review the video first and then decide whether we will watch
  it
  together,” Judge Galloway said. 





  
After
  viewing the video on her laptop, Judge Galloway turned to Ms.
  Schlitz. “I will allow us to watch the video. Please display it
  on
  all screens.”




  
This
  video depicted a person feeding Mathew King to a shark.
  Everything
  looked identical to the first video, which depicted Fredrick
  feeding
  the child to the shark. Nothing appeared to change throughout the
  video except the assailant's identity. As the video ended, the
  person
  who fed the child to a shark picked up the camera and revealed
  their
  face. It was none other than Ms. Amber Schlitz. The media
  erupted,
  photos were snapped, and chaos ensued.



“

  
Holy
  shit!” Brian shouted at the reveal.




  
Simultaneously,
  Ms. Schlitz yelled, “Your Honor, this video is obviously a fake,
  and it should not be allowed as evidence. This is a ploy by the
  defense to confuse the jury!”



“

  
Order
  in the court!” Judge Galloway yelled at the gallery. 




“

  
Your
  Honor, we did not create or submit this video,” Brian said. “We
  should consult the experts to verify its authenticity. Maybe they
  can
  provide us with information on who created the video!”



“

  
Your
  Honor, this video is a fake,” Ms. Schlitz said. “I think it is
  fairly obvious I did not kill Mathew King.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, this video could be the real video, and perhaps the video
  of
  Mr. Richardson is the fake one?” Brian said.



“

  
I
  don’t know what game you are playing, Mr. Ross, but I do not like
  it,” Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Your
  Honor, I do not believe for one second that Ms. Schlitz fed
  Mathew
  King to the shark, regardless of what the video shows,” Brian
  said
  quickly. “I also do not believe the jury believes this to be the
  case. However, I do believe this video allows us to question the
  authenticity of the first video, which depicts Mr. Richardson
  feeding
  the child to the shark.



“

  
If
  Ms. Schlitz can be made to appear as the assailant in the video,
  then
  anyone could be made to appear as the assailant, which raises
  questions about the authenticity of the first video. Was Mr.
  Richardson the assailant? I want to call Mr. Montgomery and Mr.
  Melton to hear their account of the video. Maybe they can clear
  this
  up for us.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, this approach cannot be taken seriously,” Ms. Schlitz
  said.
  “It is obfuscation and a weak attempt at a Chewbacca
  defense.”



“

  
That
  is a bit harsh, Ms. Schlitz,” Brian said.



“

  
I
  have watched both videos,” Judge Galloway said. “Both videos
  depict a person feeding young Mathew King to a shark. While I do
  not
  doubt that you are not the person in the video, Ms. Schlitz, the
  video was very compelling. It even shows the tattoo you have on
  your
  left calf, which most people are unaware even exists. If I didn’t
  know any better, based on the video alone, I would think you were
  the
  one who fed Mathew King to the shark. 




“

  
I
  believe Mr. Ross is correct in that the two videos are connected
  and
  warrant further investigation. Mr. Ross, call your expert
  witnesses.”



“

  
The
  defense would like to recall Tripp Montgomery as its next
  witness,”
  Brian said.



“

  
Mr.
  Ekland, you may step down,” Judge Galloway said. “I remind you,
  you are still under oath, and you will be recalled at a later
  time.”



“

  
Mr.
  Montgomery, have you seen the video depicting the prosecution,
  Ms.
  Schlitz, feeding Mathew King to a shark?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  have,” he replied.



“

  
How
  were you able to see it?” Brian asked. “We only watched it
  ourselves a few minutes before you were called as a
  witness.”



“

  
I
  received it last night in the mail,” Mr. Montgomery said. “It was
  in an envelope, and it said, ‘Watch the video and analyze it for
  authenticity. Is it an original and unedited video?’ I assumed
  you
  sent it to me, Mr. Ross.”



“

  
I
  did not,” Brian said. “I do not know who sent it. Were you able
  to analyze the video?”



“

  
Fortunately,
  I had brought my work laptop home, so yes, I was able to analyze
  the
  video.”



“

  
What
  were your findings?” Brian said.



“

  
In
  short, the video is authentic,” Mr. Montgomery said. “It is an
  original, and it has not been doctored or edited.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz screamed, “


  

    
Objection,
    Your Honor!
  


  

  That is not me in the video. I did not feed that little boy to a
  shark. I don’t know what game this is or who is playing it, but
  it’s not me in that video. I don’t care if it looks like me. It
  is not me!”



“

  
Ms.
  Schlitz, nobody is accusing you of what is depicted in the
  video,”
  Judge Galloway said. “We are simply trying to understand the
  forensic evidence of the video. Objection overruled.”



“

  
If
  I remember correctly, you said the same thing about Mr.
  Richardson’s
  shark video,” Brian said.



“

  
I
  did,” Mr. Montgomery said.




  
Confused,
  Brian asked, “How can that be? Either Mr. Richardson or Ms.
  Schlitz
  fed Mathew King to the shark. Only one of them can be guilty. Not
  Both.” Brian paused and said, “Were you able to compare the two
  videos to each other?”



“

  
I
  thought the same thing,” Mr. Montgomery said. “So, I took the
  liberty of comparing the videos. To answer your question, yes,
  they
  both have the same forensic markers.”



“

  
What
  does that mean?” Brian asked.



“

  
This
  means that both videos were created using the same camera and the
  same software found in that camera. The person who produced the
  first
  video is also the one behind the second video.”



“

  
Was
  computer software used to manipulate the video?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
It
  was not,” Mr. Montgomery answered.



“

  
That’s
  right, you said the second video was not edited or doctored and
  that
  it was an original copy.”



“

  
That
  is correct,” Mr. Montgomery said.



“

  
What
  does that mean, exactly?” Brian asked.



“

  
It
  means the video is an authentic original video,” Mr. Montgomery
  said.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz bowed her head and started to cry. 





  
Judge
  Galloway announced, “We will break for a fifteen-minute recess.
  Ms.
  Schlitz, I presume you will be able to continue once we
  resume.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz managed to whisper, “Yes, Your Honor.”




  
The
  media rushed out of the courtroom, and the jurors were escorted
  out. 





  
Brian
  turned to Fredrick and whispered, “Is this your doing?”




  
In
  his best Sergeant Hans Georg Schultz impersonation, Fredrick
  replied,
  “I know nothing!”



“

  
I
  know this,” Ivan said. “


  

    
Hogan
    Hero
  


  
.
  I watch as boy.”



“

  
How
  the fuck were you able to create two different videos but be the
  same
  forensically?” Brian asked. “That is not even possible.”




  
Fredrick
  looked at Brian and whispered, “Anything is possible.”




  
Ivan
  laughed. “Boss, he quote you.”




  
Brian
  turned and talked to himself, “All right, what other questions do
  I
  need to ask?”




  
Ivan
  offered a few suggestions, and he and Brian engaged in a heated
  debate. After ten minutes, they were prepared to proceed with
  their
  questions. 




“

  
Ivan,
  we have five minutes left,” Brian said. “Use the restroom if you
  need to. Don’t be late coming back.”



“

  
Boss,
  my bladder like bladder of wood frog.”




  
With
  a confused look, Brian said, “I’m unfamiliar with the
  simile.”




  
Fredrick
  leaned over. “A wood frog is a North American frog known for its
  ability to hold its urine for as long as eight months.”



“

  
Of
  course you would know that,” Brian said. He turned away from
  Fredrick and said to himself, “I need to read more.”




  
Judge
  Galloway sat on her bench and counted the seconds down. “The
  court
  is back in session. Mr. Ross, please continue questioning the
  witness.”




  
Brian
  stood up. “Mr. Montgomery, could you please explain to the court
  how two distinctly different videos with identical forensic
  properties can have two different persons identified in the same
  video?”



“

  
They
  can’t,” Mr. Montgomery said.



“

  
I’m
  sorry, I’m confused,” Brian said. “You just said both videos
  were real. Both videos were recorded with the same camera, and
  neither was doctored or edited. How is this possible?”



“

  
Welcome
  to the future,” Mr. Montgomery replied.




  
Even
  more confused, Brian said, “The future?” 




“

  
With
  AI or artificial intelligence, anything is possible,” Mr.
  Montgomery said.



“

  
Are
  you saying these videos were created with AI?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
It
  is possible. We cannot know for sure.”



“

  
If
  only one video can be real, how do we know which video is real
  and
  which one is fake?” Brian asked.



“

  
As
  I previously said, both videos are real. As for the content of
  the
  videos? Which one is real, and which one is fake? That is open
  for
  interpretation,” Mr. Montgomery said.



“

  
As
  an expert in forensic video analysis, are you telling me you
  cannot
  tell which of the two videos is real or fake?”



“

  
Now
  we are talking in circles, Mr. Ross. But to address your concern,
  I’m
  afraid technology has surpassed our forensic capabilities. In
  time,
  we will catch up, but for now, I cannot tell you which video is
  real
  and which one is fake. According to the forensic analysis, both
  videos are real. According to reason and logic, we know this
  cannot
  be true, but until we can differentiate between the two, my
  default
  answer would be, both videos are fake,” Mr. Montgomery
  said.



“

  
How
  will we ever know that what we see is really what we see? How
  will we
  know what is true and what is a lie? Nothing will be
  believable.”



“

  
Welcome
  to the world of AI,” Mr. Montgomery said. “It is only going to
  get worse from here, Mr. Ross.”




  
Brian
  glanced back at Ivan and shrugged his shoulders. Ivan responded
  by
  shaking his head in refusal. 




“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Brian said. “The defense would
  like to recall the witness at a later time.”




  
Judge
  Galloway patiently waited, but Ms. Schlitz did nothing. “Ms.
  Schlitz, would you like to cross-examine the witness?”



“

  
The
  state has no questions, Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.



“

  
The
  defense recalls Decon Melton to the stand,” Brian said. Brian
  turned and looked Ms. Schlitz in the eyes. “I’m sorry.” Ms.
  Schlitz nodded slightly in agreement.



“

  
Have
  you had a chance to review the video of the prosecution, Ms.
  Amber
  Schlitz, feeding a child to a shark?” Brian asked Mr.
  Melton.



“

  
I
  have,” he replied.



“

  
Let
  me guess, you received the video by mail, anonymously, with
  instructions to watch it and analyze it per your specific
  forensic
  qualifications?” Brian asked.



“

  
Yes.
  That is correct,” Mr. Melton said. “I thought you sent it to
  me.”



“

  
Of
  course you did,” Brian said. “However, I did not. What were your
  findings?”



“

  
The
  analysis proves the subjects in the video are Mathew King and Ms.
  Amber Schlitz.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz pulled out her phone and began going through it.



“

  
How
  accurate are the findings?” Brian asked. “Is there room for
  error?”



“

  
No,”
  Mr. Melton said. “It is one hundred percent accurate.”



“

  
It
  cannot be refuted?” Brian asked.



“

  
Not
  successfully, no.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Brian said. “The defense would
  like to recall the witness at a later time.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz approached the witness. “You say your analysis is
  accurate.”



“

  
Ms.
  Schlitz, you cannot approach the witness without court approval,”
  Judge Galloway said.




  
Ms.
  Schlitz ignored Judge Galloway and yelled, “You say it is
  infallible?”



“

  
Correct.”



“

  
Ms.
  Schlitz, step away from the witness!” Judge Galloway
  yelled.




  
Ms.
  Shiltz pulled her phone out of her pocket and showed the witness
  a
  photo of herself at Disney World. The image was digitally dated
  February 13, 2024, at 3:45 p.m. She yelled at Mr. Melton, “This
  is
  a photograph taken of my girlfriend and me at Disney World on the
  same day and time this video was taken! How is it possible for me
  to
  be in two places at once? Huh? Does your software account for
  that,
  Mr. Melton?”



“

  
Ms.
  Schlitz, you will step away from the witness!” Judge Galloway
  yelled.




  
Brian
  yelled, “Objection! Your Honor. The prosecution is not on trial
  here today, and she cannot present private evidence to refute the
  witness’s testimony.”



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said. “The witness and the jury will ignore the
  State’s last comment. Ms. Schlitz, do you have any further
  questions for the witness?”




  
With
  tears running down her face, Ms. Schlitz said, “I do not, Your
  Honor.”




  
Fredrick
  leaned over to Brian. “Counselor, in light of new evidence, you
  can
  suggest a mistrial or, at the very least, a motion to have Ms.
  Schlitz removed from the trial. Heck, you could even ask for a
  dismissal.”




  
Brian
  grabbed Fredrick by the shirt and pulled him close. “That is not
  going to happen! We will do this my way. I will not accept
  victory by
  using magic tricks. I’m done playing your mind games.”




  
Brian
  stood up. “Your Honor, I have an unusual request. The defense
  would
  like a five-minute in-court recess to gather our
  thoughts.”




  
Amused,
  Judge Galloway said, “You are full of unusual requests today, Mr.
  Ross.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz quickly interjected. “No objections, Your Honor.”




  
Judge
  Galloway instructed the courtroom to remain where they were and
  to
  remain quiet for the next five minutes. Brian looked at Ms.
  Schlitz
  and nodded his head. She nodded back. 





  
Brian
  leaned over to Fredrick. “Do not do or say a damn thing!” 





  
Brian
  sat quietly, thinking about his next move. Ivan and Fredrick
  played
  tic-tac-toe on a piece of paper. The prosecution spoke with her
  team
  and formulated a plan.




  
After
  five minutes, Brian stood up. “Your Honor, the defense is ready
  to
  proceed and would like to recall Tripp Montgomery.”



“

  
You
  just had him as a witness,” Judge Galloway said. “Do you wish to
  recall him again?”



“

  
We
  do, Your Honor,” Brian said.




  
Tripp
  Montgomery walked to the witness stand, holding a laptop. 




“

  
Would
  the court please play the video of Mr. Richardson’s arrest?”
  Brian asked.




  
After
  reviewing the recording, Brian asked, “Mr. Montgomery, you have
  seen this video and analyzed it as per your previous
  testimony?”



“

  
I
  have,” Mr. Montgomery said.



“

  
As
  part of your forensic capability, is it possible to subtract
  certain
  noises and sounds while amplifying others?” Brian asked.



“

  
Yes,
  it is,” he said.



“

  
Did
  you do that as part of your analysis?”



“

  
I
  did not,” Mr. Montgomery said.



“

  
How
  long would it take to do this?” Brian asked.



“

  
About
  two minutes,” Mr. Montgomery said.



“

  
Do
  you have your laptop with you?”



“

  
I
  do,” he said.



“

  
Could
  you remove all sound in the video except for the voices and
  amplify
  those voices?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  can do that.”



“

  
Before
  the prosecution objects, this is something we can do on our own
  with
  a witness of our choosing and come back to extend the trial, or
  we
  can use the State witness and do it now,” Brian said.




  
Judge
  Galloway looked at Ms. Schlitz. “Any objections from the
  State?”



“

  
No,
  Your Honor,” Ms. Schlitz said.




  
Mr.
  Montgomery fired up his laptop and provided commands to his
  software.
  After forty-five seconds, he said, “Done.”



“

  
Done
  already?” Brian asked. “That was faster than I
  anticipated.”



“

  
My
  girlfriend says that a lot too.”




  
The
  gallery laughed. Judge Galloway said, “Keep it clean, Mr.
  Montgomery.”



“

  
Can
  you put subtitles on and play the video on the court monitors?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
I
  can,” he said.



“

  
Please
  fast-forward the video to just before Detective Smith and Mr.
  Richardson get into a physical altercation. Right there, play it
  from
  there.”



“

  
Okay,
  the video is ready,” Mr. Montgomery said.



“

  
Play
  the video,” Brian said.




  

    

      
Fredrick:
      “You stupid fucking monkey cop! You are so fucked now, bitch.
      I own
      you. You are going to jail, motherfucker. You are going to
      jail,
      where all you people belong. Yeah, that is justice. Another
      poor
      nigger is going to jail. I am calling 911.”
    
  




  

    
Detective
    Smith: “Ahhh! I am now going to defend myself. You have the
    right
    to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against
    you
    in a court of law.”
  




  

    
Fredrick
    Richardson: (Growling sounds) “Ahhhhhhh! Grrrrrrrrr!”
  




  

    
Unknown
    Female: “Oh my God. He’s attacking the police officer! Someone
    help him!”
  




  

    
Adam
    Qwen: “Get him! Get on top of him.”
  




  

    
Unknown
    Male: “Grab his right arm! I got his left!”
  




  

    
Unknown
    Male: “I’ll get him by the waist.”
  




  

    
Detective
    Smith: “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say
    can
    and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the
    right—Aaahhh. Ohhhhh. My balls!”
  




  

    
Fredrick
    Richardson: “Die, you fucking pig!! Ahhhhhhhh.”
  




  

    
Unknown
    Female: “Get him! Get him! OMG, he’s hitting him on the head!
    Stop him!”
  




  

    
Unknown
    Female: “Help the poor police officer. Help him! Do
    something!”
  




  

    
Unknown
    Male: “I got his legs!”
  




  

    
Unknown
    Female: (Inaudible)
  




  

    
Adam
    Qwen: “I got his right arm. Bobby, grab his left. Get the left
    arm!”
  




  

    
Unknown
    Male: “Damn, this fucker is strong!”
  




  

    
Unknown
    Male: “I got him in a chokehold. He ain’t going nowhere.”
  




  

    
Detective
    Smith: “You have the right to an attorney. Anything you say
    will be
    used against you in court. You have the right to remain
    silent—Ahhhh!”
  




  

    
Adam
    Qwen: “Damn, he just kicked him in the face. Get his legs. Get
    his
    legs!”
  




  

    
Unknown
    Female: (Inaudible)
  




  

    
Unknown
    Male: “I’ve got it. I have him now.”
  




  

    
Detective
    Smith: “What is this? Is this blood? What is in the back of
    your
    car? Give me the keys to your car! What is in your car?”
  




  

    
Fredrick
    Richarson: “Fuck you, cop! You ain’t searchin’ nothing!”
  




  

    

      
Detective
      Smith: “Mr. Richardson, what do you have in the back of your
      car?”
    
  




  

    

      
Fredrick
      Richardson: “If I told you, I would have to kill you.
      Hahahahaha.”
    
  




  

    

      
Adam
      Qwen: “Detective Smith slowly turns the key. The trunk slowly
      rises, and what’s inside the trunk?”
    
  




  

    

      
Unknown
      Male: “I bet it’s drugs.”
    
  




  

    

      
Unknown
      Female: “I bet it’s women’s clothing.”
    
  




  

    

      
Adam
      Qwen: “You want to know, I want to know, we all want to know.
      Let
      me get closer. Okay, now we can see better. There it is. It’s
      a . . . It’s . . . Is that . . .
      Oh my God, what the fuck . . . Oh my God, no. Jesus
      Christ, no! What the fuck?”
    
  




  

    

      
Detective
      Smith: “This area is a crime scene. Everyone, get back! Turn
      those
      fucking cameras off right now!”
    
  



“

  
That’s
  far enough,” Brian said. “Please pause the video. Can you print
  out the transcripts of the dialogue in the video?”



“

  
Yes,
  I can,” Mr. Montgomery said.




  
After
  a minute, a bailiff brought Brian the printouts. “Mr. Montgomery,
  this is a transcript of everything that was said in that segment
  of
  the video,” Brian said. “Is it possible that something else was
  said that is not in this transcript?”



“

  
It
  is possible, yes,” he replied.



“

  
How
  is it possible?”



“

  
If
  someone were to whisper or be too far away from the camera, then
  the
  microphone may not have picked it up. As you can see here, some
  of
  the speech from an unknown female is inaudible.”



“

  
Was
  Detective Smith ever too far away to have any of his speech not
  get
  recorded by the microphone?” Brian asked. “Or did he ever mumble
  anything that was inaudible?”



“

  
No,”
  Mr. Montgomery said. “Detective Smith’s speech was clear, loud,
  and concise.”



“

  
Is
  it possible that Detective Smith read portions of the Miranda
  rights
  to Mr. Richardson, and the video did not pick it up?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
Anything
  is possible. However, it is improbable. Detective Smith and Mr.
  Richardson were the focal points of the video. The camera was
  pointed
  directly at them the entire time. The volume of Detective Smith’s
  speech is clear, strong, and loud. Also, at no point did
  Detective
  Smith mumble anything, so that can be ruled out. It is my opinion
  that everything Detective Smith said was recorded.”



“

  
Does
  any possibility exist that Detective Smith read the entirety of
  the
  Miranda rights?” Brian asked.



“

  
It
  was never read during the recording period,” Mr. Montgomery said.
  “If Detective Smith had notified the defendant of his rights,
  this
  would have needed to occur after the recording concluded.”



“

  
Go
  back to the point in the video where Detective Smith and Mr.
  Richardson were arguing before the physical altercation,” Brian
  said. “Play the video just before that.”




  

    

      
Detective
      Smith: “Yes, sir. I am Senior Detective Smith of the Tampa
      Police
      Department. Again, I apologize for any inconvenience I may
      have
      caused.”
    
  




  

    

      
Fredrick
      Richardson: “Any inconvenience you may have caused? You hit
      my
      fucking parked car. Now it is all damaged, and I am soaking
      wet
      standing here in this rain.”
    
  




  

    
Detective
    Smith: “Look, man, I can see you are upset, and you love this
    car.
    My insurance will cover the cost of repairing your car, and I
    will
    pay you another five hundred dollars in cash now. What do you
    say?”
  




  

    

      
Fredrick
      Richardson: “Officer Smith, have you been drinking? I believe
      I
      smell alcohol on your breath.”
    
  




  

    
Detective
    Smith: “I assure you, sir, I’ve only had a few drinks, and I am
    by no means intoxicated. 
  


  

    

      
I
      want to make things right so I can go home, because today,
      man, today
      has been a most stressful day.”
    
  




  

    

      
Fredrick
      Richardson: “Your day has been stressful? Look at my fucking
      car!”
    
  




  

    
Detective
    Smith: 
  


  

    

      
“Sir,
      please understand. I only wish to make amends and make you
      whole
      again. Then I will be on my way.”
    
  




  

    

      
Fredrick
      Richardson: “Fuck you, cop! You are drunk, and you hit my
      car! I
      will have your fucking badge! You are done, mister!”
    
  




  

    
Detective
    Smith: 
  


  

    

      
“Sir,
      there is no need to be belligerent or hostile. We can settle
      this
      here, between us, as mature, responsible adults. We do not
      need
      anyone else to resolve this. We can do this ourselves. All
      you need
      to do is calm down, accept my compensation, and let my
      insurance
      company fix your car. Then we can both be on our way.”
    
  




  

    

      
Fredrick
      Richardson: “You stupid fucking—”
    
  


  

    

    
  




“

  
You
  can stop it right there,” Brian said.




  
Brian
  paced back and forth in court, looking at each jury member
  without
  saying a word. “I want to bring to the court's attention a few
  things that happened in the video—first, Detective Smith’s offer
  of five hundred dollars cash to the defendant. Why did Detective
  Smith offer this money? Second, I would like the jury to consider
  the
  expert testimony you’ve already heard regarding Detective Smith’s
  possible BAC level. Mr. Richardson clearly and concisely accused
  Detective Smith of being drunk once he was close enough to smell
  the
  scent of alcohol on him.”




  
Brian
  directed Mr. Montgomery. “Please go back to the point where
  Detective Smith places his hand over the defendant’s phone.”
  





  
Mr.
  Montgomery complied.




  
Brian
  asked, “Mr. Montgomery, please describe what you see and hear at
  this moment of the tape.”




  
Mr.
  Montgomery said, “Right here, Detective Smith can be seen putting
  his hand over the defendant’s phone, preventing him from dialing
  911.” He continued, “Detective Smith clearly said, ‘


  

    
We
    do not need anyone else to resolve this. We can do this
    ourselves.’”
  




  

    
Brian
    exclaimed, “
  


  
It
  appears that Detective Smith’s actions were deliberate and with
  intent. No further questions, Your Honor.”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz stood. “Mr. Montgomery, are you familiar with the famous
  thought experiment, ‘If a tree falls in the woods and no one is
  around to hear it, does it make a sound?’


  

  


  
”
  Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
Yes,”
  he replied.



“

  
What
  is your answer to the question?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
I
  believe the tree would make a sound even if no one were around to
  hear it.”



“

  
Then
  you would agree that something can be said, even if no one hears
  it?”
  Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
It
  is possible, yes,” Mr. Montgomery confirmed.



“

  
So
  then, it is possible Detective Smith read the entirety of the
  Miranda
  rights, even though no one heard it?” Ms. Schlitz asked.



“

  
As
  I said previously, anything is possible. However—”




  
Ms.
  Schlitz interrupted the witness. “No further questions, Your
  Honor!”



“

  
Objection!”
  Brian yelled. “Your Honor, the witness was not finished answering
  the question.” 





  
Judge
  Galloway instructed Mr. Montgomery to finish answering the
  question.



“

  
As
  I said previously, anything is possible,” Mr. Montgomery said.
  “However, it is improbable in this instance.”



“

  
We
  are nearing the end of the day,” Judge Galloway said. “This court
  is adjourned. The court will resume at 7:00 a.m. on October 9th,
  2026. Bailiff, please escort the prisoner out. Thank you.”
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Court:
Day Eight, October 9, 2026, 7:11 a.m.
  



  

    
      
  



  

    
Brian
wondered if all the bodies had been discovered. He hadn’t seen
anything in the news, and it had been days since his associates had
retrieved the last box. A bailiff brought Fredrick into the
courtroom
and chained him to the defense’s table.
  




  
Fredrick
  cheerfully greeted Brian and Ivan. “Well, howdy, Counselor.
  Privet,
  Ivan.”



“

  
Somebody
  is in a good mood today,” Brian said.



“

  
Maybe
  he get lucky in shower?” Ivan joked.




  
Fredrick
  laughed. “Haha. Can’t a sociopathic serial killer be in a good
  mood?”



“

  
Who
  you kill?” Ivan asked. “Someone in prison?”



“

  
Sadly,
  no one,” Fredrick said. “However, I am feeling good about today.
  I know you boys are going to kill it. I will be out of these
  chains
  soon enough.”



“

  
You
  are unrealistically optimistic,” Brian said.



“

  
Anything
  is possible!” Fredrick said. “Right, Counselor?”



“

  
You
  make big surprise today like other day?” Ivan asked.




  
Fredrick
  pretended to be ignorant. “Whatever do you mean?”




  
Judge
  Galloway entered the courtroom, and the senior bailiff quickly
  shouted, “All rise for the Honorable Judge Renée L.
  Galloway.”




  
Brian
  looked over and noticed Ms. Schlitz was not present. He nudged
  Ivan
  to look over. 





  
Ivan’s
  eyes got wide. “No bitch today,” he said.



“

  
Ladies
  and gentlemen,” Judge Galloway said somberly, “it is with a heavy
  heart that I announce the passing of Ms. Amber Schlitz—”




  
Fredrick
  interrupted the judge. “Ding-dong! The witch is dead,” he said,
  dancing in his chains.




  
Ivan
  looked at Brian. “I also know this. Wizard of the Oz.”




  
Brian
  whispered, “Not now, Ivan.”



“

  
Quiet
  you!” Judge Galloway yelled. “I will not tolerate another word
  from you. The next sound that comes out of your mouth should
  sound
  like ‘Yes, Your Honor.’ If it is anything else, I will have your
  mouth taped shut!”



“

  
Yes,
  Your Honor,” Fredrick said, smiling.




  
Judge
  Galloway said, “I would like to see Mr. Ross and the assistant
  district attorney in my chambers, now, please.”




  
As
  Judge Galloway walked toward her door, Fredrick yelled, “For the
  record, Your Honor, I was sleeping like a baby in my cell all
  night!
  You can ask the warden!”




  
The
  media cleared out of the courtroom, and an eerie silence
  loomed.




  
Once
  in her chambers, Judge Galloway asked, “Miss Ellison, I spoke
  with
  the mayor and the district attorney. They both agreed you would
  take
  the case from Ms. Schlitz. How much of a continuance do you
  require
  to get familiar with the case?”



“

  
Well,
  Your Honor, Ms. Schlitz already presented the prosecution’s
  case,”
  Miss Ellison said. “All I need to do is ensure that Mr. Ross here
  doesn’t do anything foolish and formulate a compelling closing
  argument. I guess I don’t require a continuance.”



“

  
It
  is my job to ensure Mr. Ross doesn’t do anything stupid, Miss
  Ellison,” Judge Galloway said. “Your job is to ensure he doesn’t
  pull the wool over the State’s eyes. Mr. Ross, do you have any
  objections?”



“

  
I
  do not, Your Honor,” Brian answered politely.




  
Judge
  Galloway said, “Very well, we will resume in fifteen minutes. I
  need to call the mayor back.”



“

  
May
  I ask how Ms. Schlitz died?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  do not know all the details, but apparently, she and her
  girlfriend
  were both murdered late last night,” Judge Galloway said. “I ask
  that you both keep that to yourselves. This information has not
  been
  released to the public.”




  
Brian
  and Miss Ellison turned and walked out of the judge’s chambers.
  “Do
  you think Fredrick had anything to do with it?” Miss Ellison
  asked.




  
Brian
  stopped. “Not directly, no. He is correct in saying he was locked
  up in prison all night. Indirectly, though? Who knows what that
  man
  is capable of? Miss Ellison—Heather—please hear me out. I
  understand that we are on opposing sides of this trial, and I am
  unable to offer you legal advice regarding this case. However, as
  a
  colleague, I urge you to show Mr. Richardson respect. You may
  pursue
  your role in prosecuting him, but please avoid confronting or
  challenging him personally at all costs. Can you do this?”



“

  
Good
  advice is good advice, no matter where it comes from,” Miss
  Ellison
  said.




  
Brian
  shook her hand. “Good luck, Counselor.”




  
She
  smiled. “Back at you. You’re going to need it more than I
  will.”




  
Brian
  and Heather returned to their respective tables. Judge Galloway
  entered the room and sat on her bench. She took a deep breath.
  “Ladies and gentlemen, Miss Heather Ellison will represent the
  State for the remainder of the trial. Today is Friday, October
  9th,
  2026. The time is 8:23 a.m. We are here to continue the case of
  the
  State of Florida versus Fredrick Edgar Allan Richardson on
  nineteen
  counts of aggravated premeditated capital murder. Is the defense
  prepared to call its next witness?”




  
Brian
  stood up. “We are, Your Honor. The defense would like to call
  Robert Ekland to the witness stand. Mr. Ekland, please inform the
  court of your profession and qualifications.”



“

  
Hello,”
  Mr. Ekland said. “My name is Robert Ekland, and I work for the US
  Geological Survey. I specialize in the creation and editing of
  topographic maps.”



“

  
I
  am holding one of your maps depicting the location of the
  defendant’s
  arrest,” Brian said. “Can you tell the court what you see on the
  map?”



“

  
I
  see La Crescent Court and seven single-family dwellings, a
  retention
  pond, and several adjacent streets with multiple single-family
  dwellings.”



“

  
Is
  there anything unique about this map?” Brian asked.



“

  
Yes,”
  Mr. Ekland said. “The county lines for Hillsborough and Pasco run
  directly through houses numbered 1000 and 1001.”



“

  
Which
  county is the defendant’s house located in?”



“

  
Hillsborough
  County,” he answered.



“

  
Which
  county was the defendant’s car located in?” Brian asked.



“

  
Pasco
  County,” Mr. Ekland said.



“

  
Are
  you certain the information you provided is accurate?”




  
Mr.
  Eckland laughed. “Yes.”



“

  
How
  can you be certain?” Brian asked.




  
Mr.
  Ekland pulled out a large, blown-up photo of Mr. Richardson’s
  house
  from a cardboard tube. “In this photo, you can see Mr.
  Richardson’s
  house, driveway, and car the night of his arrest. The red dotted
  line
  running through the photo depicts the county line. Mr.
  Richardson’s
  house is on the southern side of the dotted line, which is
  Hillsborough County, while his car is on the northern side of the
  dotted line, which is Pasco County.”



“

  
Are
  you certain this is accurate?” Brian asked.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, we are the United States government,” Mr. Ekland said. “We
  do not make mistakes.” 





  
The
  majority of people in the gallery laughed.



“

  
I
  would beg to differ, but that is a story for another time,” Brian
  said. He held the photo up so the jury could see it. “Mr. Ekland,
  please point out to the court the location where the body of
  Annie
  Valentine was discovered?”




  
Using
  a pointer, Mr. Ekland declared, “Her remains were discovered
  here.
  In the trunk of the defendant’s car.”




  
Brian
  asked, “Is that in Pasco or Hillsborough County?”



“

  
It
  is in Pasco County.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Brian said.



“

  
Mr.
  Ekland, is it possible the line is drawn incorrectly?” Miss
  Ellison
  asked.



“

  
No,”
  he replied.



“

  
Is
  it possible the Hillsborough–Pasco county line is incorrect?”
  Miss Ellison asked.



“

  
Ma’am,
  Hillsborough County was established on January 25th, 1834,” Mr.
  Ekland said. “Pasco County was carved out of the southern third
  of
  Hernando County on June 2nd, 1887. If the line is incorrect, it
  has
  been so for almost 140 years.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Miss Ellison said.




  
Brian
  said, “The defense would like to call Kimberly Anderson to the
  witness stand.”




  
Ivan
  stood. “Mrs. Anderson, what you make for work?”



“

  
I
  work for Google Maps,” Mrs. Anderson said. “I provide analysis of
  imagery and ensure the most updated imagery available is uploaded
  to
  our servers.”



“

  
Google
  Earth same Google Maps?” Ivan asked.



“

  
No,
  Google Earth and Google Maps are not the same. While both
  showcase
  maps and satellite imagery, they serve distinct purposes and have
  unique features that set them apart. Google Maps serves as your
  trusted navigational aid, providing street-level views, real-time
  traffic updates, and clear, easy-to-follow directions. On the
  other
  hand, Google Earth is like your personal exploration guide,
  providing
  stunning 3D views, fascinating historical satellite images, and a
  fantastic tool for importing and presenting geographic
  information.”




  
Ivan
  said, “You sound like commercial for advertisement.”



“

  
Never
  miss an opportunity for advertisement!” Mrs. Anderson
  replied.



“

  
Following
  coordinate 28°10’22.1” North, 82°32’33.5” West taken from
  defendant phone night of arrest. Please tell court what county
  ping
  located.”




  
Mrs.
  Anderson put the coordinates into her laptop. “The coordinate is
  located in Pasco County.”




  
Ivan
  said, “Thank you, ma’am . . . Following Global
  Positioning System location from navigation in defendant car.
  Please
  tell court what county GPS located.”



“

  
The
  GPS coordinate is located in Pasco County.”



“

  
No
  further question, Your Honor,” Ivan said.



“

  
No
  questions, Your Honor,” Miss Ellison said.




  
Brian
  stood. “The defense would like to call Derick Anders to the
  witness
  stand.” Derick Anders moved to the witness stand. “Mr. Anders,
  you work for the Pasco County Sheriff’s Office. Is this
  correct?”



“

  
Correct,”
  he replied.



“

  
What
  do you do for the sheriff’s office?” Brian asked.



“

  
I’m
  an attorney, and one of the areas I specialize in is interagency
  coordination and cooperation,” Mr. Anders said.



“

  
Do
  you write the Contracts of Cooperation between PCSO and other
  agencies?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  write the ones we spearhead and review the ones presented to us
  by
  other agencies.”



“

  
Please
  tell the court about your Contract of Cooperation with the Tampa
  Police Department, specifically any authority that allows their
  officers to make arrests in your jurisdiction,” Brian
  said.



“

  
That
  will be easy! We don’t have one,” Mr. Anders said.



“

  
Surely
  there is a Contract of Cooperation between your two
  agencies?”



“

  
Oh,
  there is, for things such as mutual aid, fresh pursuit, or
  witnessing
  a felony,” Mr. Anders said. “However, no agreement exists that
  gives a TPD officer authority to make arrests in our jurisdiction
  or
  vice versa.”



“

  
Detective
  Smith was a witness to a homicide, which is a felony,” Brian
  said.
  “Does that constitute witnessing a felony?”



“

  
If
  Detective Smith witnessed the defendant kill the victim, then
  yes,”
  Mr. Anders said. “If Detective Smith found the body postmortem,
  then no.”



“

  
What’s
  the difference?”



“

  
In
  the former scenario, if Detective Smith observes the commission
  of a
  felony, he is thereby granted the legal authority to effectuate
  an
  arrest,” Mr. Anders said. “Conversely, in the latter scenario, if
  the felony has already been committed, that confines Detective
  Smith’s authority to detaining a suspect and subsequently
  transferring them to our department.”



“

  
That
  just seems like semantics,” Brian said.



“

  
That
  is exactly what law is. One must make sure all the t’s are
  crossed,
  the i’s are dotted, and commas are used in the right
  place.”



“

  
Witness
  testimony puts the PCSO on the scene the evening of Mr.
  Richardson’s
  arrest,” Brian said. “Why didn’t you take the defendant into
  custody that evening?”



“

  
By
  the time our officers arrived, Mr. Richardson was already sitting
  in
  Detective Smith’s police car,” Mr. Anders said. “Couple that
  with Mr. Richardson’s address being in Hillsborough County, it
  was
  assumed the jurisdiction fell to Hillsborough County.”



“

  
When
  did your police department learn about the location of Mr.
  Richardson’s arrest and Annie Valentine’s remains?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
It
  is my understanding we were notified yesterday when your office
  provided us with the information,” Mr. Anders said.



“

  
Has
  your team gone over the information?” Brian asked.



“

  
We
  have,” he replied.



“

  
Who
  does your office think has jurisdiction over the murder case?”
  Brian asked. “Does it fall under one of the other two departments
  previously mentioned?”



“

  
Our
  legal team has conducted a thorough review of the information and
  has
  concluded that the jurisdiction is within the purview of our
  department,” Mr. Anders said.



“

  
Do
  you have a copy of your Contract of Cooperation with the TPD?”
  Brian asked.




  
Mr.
  Anders pulled a file out of his folder. “I do. Here is a
  copy.”




  
Reading
  over the document, Brian said, “Your Honor, the defense would
  like
  to enter into evidence Exhibit L for defense. A legal contract
  between the Pasco County Sheriff’s Office and the Tampa Police
  Department defining their Contract of Cooperation.”




  
Miss
  Ellison said, “No objections, Your Honor.”



“

  
Is
  it possible that there’s an oral agreement that hasn’t been
  documented legally?” Brian asked.



“

  
No,”
  Mr. Anders said. “I asked the chief of police that very question,
  and she confirmed that no such agreement exists.”



“

  
Legally
  speaking, now that we know all the facts, did Detective Smith
  have
  jurisdiction to arrest the defendant on the night of May 21st,
  2026?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
From
  our department’s legal perspective, he did not,” Mr. Anders
  said.



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Brian said.



“

  
Mr.
  Anders, is it possible that Detective Smith was unaware of the
  rigorous and stringent details of the exact location of the
  arrest?”
  Miss Ellison asked. “He was, after all, only one foot into your
  county. Is it possible he acted in good faith that he believed
  the
  arrest fell within his jurisdiction?”



“

  
I
  have no doubts that is exactly what Detective Smith thought,” Mr.
  Anders said. “We at the PCSO have no aversion toward Detective
  Smith. He did what any good officer would have done that evening.
  He
  captured a dangerous predator.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Miss Ellison said.




  
Ivan
  stood. “Your Honor, defense make call next witness, Shemu’el
  Adrian.” Mr. Adrian took the stand, and Ivan continued. “Mr.
  Adrian, you are lawyer for Hillsborough County Sherriff Office,
  yes?”



“

  
I
  am.”




  
Ivan
  asked, “You do contract law for cooperation with Tampa Police
  Department?”



“

  
I
  do, yes,” Mr. Adrian replied.



“

  
Police
  officer of Tampa Police have arrest capability in your county?”
  Ivan asked.



“

  
Yes,”
  Mr. Adrian said. “We have a mutual contract of
  cooperation.”



“

  
When
  Detective Smith make arrest of defendant, he acted in accordance
  with
  agreement, yes?” Ivan asked.



“

  
Yes.
  If the arrest occurred within Hillsborough County, he was within
  his
  legal jurisdiction under our Contract of Cooperation.”



“

  
Was
  arrest within county line?” Ivan asked.



“

  
In
  light of new evidence, no,” Mr. Adrian said. “No, it was
  not.”



“

  
Why
  your sheriff’s office not take case and make arrest?”



“

  
I
  am not the best person to ask that question,” Mr. Adrian said.
  “However, I believe we were stretched thin that evening, and the
  TPD had an available workforce to work the case. Additionally, it
  was
  clear to us that Detective Smith was already deeply invested in
  the
  case. Therefore, our departments mutually agreed to allow Tampa
  PD to
  take the lead.”



“

  
Did
  your office ever be made aware exact location remains of Annie
  Valentine?” Ivan asked.



“

  
Our
  department became aware of the specific location after your
  office
  provided us with expert analysis of the scene. Before that, we
  had
  never considered the location in terms of coordinates or the
  county
  boundary. We relied solely on the suspect’s address, which was in
  Hillsborough County. A lot of assumptions were made that
  evening.”



“

  
Every
  person make mistake that night?” Ivan asked.



“

  
Unfortunately,”
  Mr. Adrian said. “Nobody knew then what we know today.”



“

  
Knowing
  is half the battle! No further question, Your Honor!”




  
Miss
  Ellison said, “I have no questions for this witness, Your
  Honor.”




  
Brian
  stood up. “Your Honor, the defense would like to call its next
  witness, Hillsborough County Sheriff Isaac Mosley. Sheriff
  Mosley,
  thank you for taking time out of your day to be here. I know you
  are
  very busy.”




  
Displeased,
  Sheriff Mosley replied, “The court subpoenaed me to be here.
  Otherwise, I would not be here.”



“

  
I
  understand, Sheriff Mosley,” Brian said. “Having heard witness
  testimony about Detective Smith’s possible alcohol consumption,
  would you have allowed him to arrest a suspect if he worked under
  your command?”



“

  
I
  will not tarnish the reputation of an outstanding officer,”
  Sheriff
  Mosley said. “Next question.”




  
Brian
  turned to Judge Galloway. “Your Honor, the witness is refusing to
  answer the question.”



“

  
Sheriff
  Mosley, I know you don’t want to say anything that could
  negatively
  impact Detective Smith’s career,” Judge Galloway said politely.
  “However, you are under oath and must answer the
  question.”




  
Sheriff
  Mosley sat quietly for a moment. “The evening of the arrest went
  exactly how it was supposed to go. I have no quarrels with the
  suspected BAC or jurisdiction. I will not partake in your
  deception.”



“

  
Are
  you saying you are okay with intoxicated officers not of your
  jurisdiction making arrests in your county?” Brian asked. “Is
  that what you want on record?”



“

  
First
  of all, let me be clear,” Sheriff Mosley said. “There is no
  evidence that Detective Smith was intoxicated. It is nothing but
  smoke and mirrors, the kind of conjecture you lawyers use to
  baffle
  the jury. Secondly, on the night of the arrest, there was no
  jurisdictional issue. This issue only arose yesterday when your
  office raised it. I stand by my statement!”




  
Brian
  thought for a moment. “Let me rephrase the question. Sheriff
  Mosley, in general, do you support the idea of officers of any
  police
  force making arrests when they are intoxicated?”




  
Ivan
  whispered to Fredrick, “Boss make goal.”




  
Reluctantly,
  Sheriff Mosley answered, “Of course not.”



“

  
Sheriff
  Mosely, as a general rule of thumb, do you support officers
  making
  arrests outside of their jurisdiction?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  do not.”




  
Fredrick
  whispered to Ivan, “Boss made a touchdown! Ivan, you are now an
  American. You have to think in terms of American sports.”



“

  
To
  be clear, Sheriff Mosley, if an officer were intoxicated, you do
  not
  support them making an arrest,” Brian said. “If an officer were
  out of their jurisdiction, you would not support them in making
  an
  arrest. And if an officer was both intoxicated and out of their
  jurisdiction, you most definitely do not support them making an
  arrest. Is this accurate, Chief Mosley?”




  
Sheriff
  Mosley stared at Brian. “Are we done here?”



“

  
No
  more questions, Your Honor,” Brian said politely.



“

  
Sheriff
  Mosley, how long have you been in law enforcement?” Miss Ellison
  asked.



“

  
I
  have been a member of the law enforcement community for
  thirty-six
  years.”



“

  
I
  bet you have seen a lot over those thirty-six years,” Miss
  Ellison
  said. “Both good and bad. Based on your vast experience, do you
  feel Detective Smith erred in any way when he arrested the
  defendant
  on the night of May 21st, 2026?”



“

  
I
  do not,” Sheriff Mosely said passionately.



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Miss Ellison said.




  
Brian
  stood. “Your Honor, the defense would like to call Tampa Police
  Chief Sinbad Mongoose.”




  
Sheriff
  Mosley and Chief Mongoose stopped and greeted one another with a
  handshake and a smile. Sheriff Mosley whispered something into
  Chief
  Mongoose’s ear.




  
Fredrick
  leaned over to Brian and began to speak. “He said—”




  
Brian
  quickly interrupted Fredrick. “I can see for myself what he’s
  saying.”




  
After
  Chief Mongoose was sworn in, Brian stood, looked at Chief
  Mongoose,
  and then turned and looked at Sheriff Mosley, who was sitting in
  the
  gallery. “I heard a rumor that arguing with a lawyer is like
  wrestling a pig in mud . . . Sooner or later, you
  realize that they like it!” Brian said. “Isn’t that an
  oxymoron, a cop calling a lawyer a pig?”



“

  
Objection!
  Your Honor!” Miss Ellison yelled. “Irrelevant and inappropriate
  conduct by the defense counsel.”



“

  
Sustained,”
  Judge Galloway said. “Mr. Ross, do I need to find you in contempt
  of court?”



“

  
No,
  Your Honor,” Brian said. “I was merely repeating what Sheriff
  Mosley whispered to Chief Mongoose so that the entire court could
  be
  informed.”



“

  
At
  least Sheriff Mosley had the courtesy to whisper it to only one
  person, Mr. Ross,” Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Your
  Honor, I accept the contempt of court if you feel it necessary,”
  Brian said.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, please continue with your questioning of the witness,”
  Judge
  Galloway said.



“

  
Chief
  Mongoose, are you of Native American descent?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
Objection,
  Your Honor,” Miss Ellison yelled. “Relevancy?”



“

  
I
  would like to know that myself, Counselor,” Judge Galloway said.
  “Mr. Ross, do you care to explain why you asked the witness about
  his ethnicity? I fail to see how that is relevant to this
  case.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, I am 25 percent Native American myself,” Brian said.
  “There
  are so few of us left that I always make a point of greeting one
  of
  my brothers or sisters. As you are aware, our customs and
  courtesy
  predate this court.”




  
Before
  Judge Galloway could reply, Chief Mongoose proudly said, “I am of
  the Seminole Nation.”



“

  
A
  fierce and mighty nation!” Brian said. “I am of the Muscogee
  Nation. My Indian name is Brian ‘White Crow’ Ross. It is good to
  meet you. Your Honor, permission to approach the witness?”



“

  
No
  objections, Your Honor,” Miss Ellison said.




  
Brian
  approached Chief Mongoose. Chief Mongoose stood, and he and Brian
  embraced in a full-arm handshake and a hug. “I am Sinbad ‘Swift
  Eagle’ Mongoose.” 





  
The
  media stood and took photos and videos of the greeting. Brian and
  Chief Mongoose nodded at each other after the embrace. Brian
  returned
  to his table, and Chief Mongoose sat in the witness chair.
  




“

  
Chief
  Mongoose, how is jurisdiction decided when a body is found?”
  Brian
  asked.



“

  
Several
  factors would go into determining jurisdiction. First, where did
  the
  crime take place? If this is known, the crime’s location will be
  the primary jurisdiction. If this is unknown, then the location
  where
  the body was found will have jurisdiction until further
  information
  is discovered.”




  
Brian
  asked, “Does the location of the suspect’s arrest matter?”



“

  
It
  can,” Chief Mongoose said. “If the body and crime scene locations
  are unknown, the arresting agency will hold jurisdiction until
  more
  information is revealed.”



“

  
What
  occurs when new information shifts the jurisdiction of the crime
  to
  another agency?” Brian asked.



“

  
The
  agencies would communicate and transfer the case to the
  appropriate
  agency, or they could opt for joint jurisdiction to
  collaborate.”



“

  
What
  if a murderer were to kill individuals across multiple counties
  within the state?” Brian asked. “Who would hold jurisdiction
  then?”



“

  
Each
  county retains jurisdiction over crimes committed within its
  borders,” Chief Mongoose said.



“

  
Which
  court would have the jurisdiction to conduct the trial?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
The
  circuit court in the location where the suspect was
  arrested.”



“

  
The
  night of the defendant’s arrest, it was thought he was arrested
  in
  Hillsborough County,” Brian said. “Therefore, today we stand in
  the Thirteenth Judicial Circuit Court. However, since we know Mr.
  Richardson was arrested within the Pasco County limits, would
  Pasco
  County, the Sixth Judicial Circuit of Florida, now have judicial
  jurisdiction?”




  
Chief
  Mongoose deferred, afraid to answer the question. “I am not a
  legal
  expert. You would be better advised to ask someone who is an
  expert.”




  
Brian
  knew he could force the chief to answer the question, but he
  decided
  to show him respect. “Fair enough, Chief Mongoose. I have one
  more
  question. Would you support and uphold an arrest made by one of
  your
  officers if they were intoxicated and outside their
  jurisdiction?”



“

  
I
  would not.”




  
Brian
  held his fist over his heart, slightly bowed. “Chief Mongoose,
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.”




  
Chief
  Mongoose stood, placed his fist over his heart, and slightly
  bowed.
  “Until we meet again, White Crow.”




  
Brian
  turned to Judge Galloway. “No more questions, Your Honor.”



“

  
The
  day has come to an end,” Judge Galloway said. “The court is in
  recess. The court will resume at 7:00 a.m. on October 12th, 2026.
  Bailiffs, please escort the defendant out of the courtroom. Mr.
  Ross,
  please, a word.”




  
Brian
  walked over to Judge Galloway. She leaned toward him. “My
  grandmother and my great-grandmother hailed from the Creek Tribe.
  I
  think you and I are kindred spirits.”




  
Brian
  smiled. “We are certainly a part of the same clan. I guess that
  makes us family.”




  
Judge
  Galloway whispered, “I think we should keep this between
  us.”



“

  
I
  agree,” Brian said. “Will there be anything else, Your Honor? I
  need to get to my therapy session.”



“

  
Not
  that it is any of my business, and it is certainly not the
  court’s
  business, but how is that going for you?” Judge Galloway
  asked.



“

  
Well,
  I haven’t killed anyone, so it must be working,” Brian
  said.




  
Taken
  aback by Brian’s statement, Judge Galloway said, “That was not
  the answer I was looking for, Mr. Ross.”



“

  
Yeah,
  well, that is why I go to therapy, Your Honor,” Brian
  said.




  
Judge
  Galloway ended the conversation quickly. “Good day, Mr.
  Ross.”




  
Brian
  returned the greeting. “Good day, Your Honor.”



 






 






 







  
Brian
  arrived at the VA and found a quiet corner to stand in until he
  was
  called on. Looking around, he noticed everyone had their faces
  buried
  in their phones or other electronic devices, so he slowly walked
  over
  to the remote control and turned the news broadcast's volume to
  zero.
  Nobody noticed. 





  
Brian
  returned to his corner and waited for his appointment. After
  about
  ten minutes, he was called and went through the standard
  processing.
  Sitting in Dr. Thompson’s office, Brian pulled out his phone and
  surfed eBay for Pokémon cards.



“

  
Good
  afternoon, Mr. Ross. Buying some Pokémon cards as a gift?” Dr.
  Thompson asked.



“

  
A
  gift?” Brian said, embarrassed. “No, um, these are for
  me.”



“

  
It
  is healthy to have hobbies, Mr. Ross,” Dr. Thompson said. “No
  need to be embarrassed by them.”



“

  
I
  am not embarrassed. Pokémon is like a form of currency. I think I
  have fifty-three thousand dollars invested in my collection, and
  the
  current market value of my collection is $139,421.25, according
  to
  the TCGPlayer app.”



“

  
TCGPlayer?”
  Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
Trading
  Card Games Player is the name of the app,” Brian said. “They
  track the prices of trading cards for games such as Pokémon,
  Magic:
  The Gathering, and others. While their prices are just
  suggestions,
  they help you get a good sense of the value of a single card or a
  collection.”



“

  
How
  are you today?” Dr. Thompson asked. “You seem like you are in
  high spirits.”



“

  
I
  am,” Brian said. “Something unusual happened today. I met two
  Native American tribespeople. That rarely happens.”



“

  
Are
  you an indigenous person, Mr. Ross?”



“

  
I
  am,” Brian said. “Twenty-five percent of the Muscogee Nation,
  also known as the Creek Tribe.”



“

  
I
  did not know that about you,” Dr. Thompson said.



“

  
I
  like to keep it to myself. The best I can, anyhow. This trial is
  making my private life too public.”



“

  
How
  are you handling that?” Dr. Thompson asked with genuine
  concern.



“

  
I
  am making do,” Brian said. “Not really much I can do to change
  it.”



“

  
How
  are you holding up with the trial?”



“

  
It’s
  a challenge,” he replied.



“

  
I
  meant, is the news of Fredrick’s killings having an impact on
  you?”



“

  
What
  do you mean?” Brian asked.



“

  
Your
  client went from having nineteen victims to seventy-six,” Dr.
  Thompson said. “Surely knowing this has affected you?”




  
Brian
  shrugged his shoulders. “I haven’t thought about it. I’m too
  busy with the trial.”



“

  
You
  are pushing your feelings aside and not processing them. You’ve
  reverted to your usual avoidance response. We’ve worked on this,
  Brian.”



“

  
To
  be honest, I don’t want to deal with it now,” Brian said. “I am
  too busy. However, I don’t think that’s entirely it.”



“

  
For
  many years, you have made significant sacrifices and prioritized
  the
  mission above all else,” Dr. Thompson said. “Look at your SEAL
  mottos: ‘The only easy day was yesterday,’ ‘Never out of the
  fight,’ or, ‘It pays to be a winner.’ Is this not the purpose
  for which you were trained? You executed this role with
  commendable
  proficiency, Brian. However, it is time to move on. You need to
  stop
  sacrificing today for tomorrow’s mission.”



“

  
So,
  what, am I supposed to stop what I am doing, cry, and deal with
  my
  feelings, be sad and depressed and shit like that in the middle
  of
  the trial, in the middle of the day, or late at night in my
  bedroom?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
If
  that is what you need to do, then yes,” Dr. Thompson said. “That
  is exactly what you should do. Probably not in the middle of the
  trial or at work, but yes, you should identify your feelings,
  accept
  them, and process the information and your emotions accordingly.
  Then
  get a good night’s sleep, and the next day, strap up your
  bootlaces
  and go to work.”



“

  
You
  make it sound so easy,” Brian said.



“

  
It
  is that straightforward, Mr. Ross,” Dr. Thompson said. “It is not
  a magic trick. The challenge you face arises from your habitual
  suppression of emotions to the extent that you have forgotten how
  to
  process and confront them effectively. The idea of doing so can
  be as
  daunting as the emotions themselves. This is precisely why we are
  here: to assist you in learning to identify, accept, and process
  your
  feelings.”



“

  
I
  think I’ve been doing well,” Brian said. “It may not appear as
  such, but I do feel clearheaded mentally and emotionally. But
  hey,
  let’s get into it.”



“

  
How
  do you feel about knowing your client has killed seventy-six
  people?”
  Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
In
  all honesty, it doesn’t change anything for me. Whether he is
  responsible for killing one person or a thousand, it makes no
  difference in how I view him.”



“

  
Nice
  try, Mr. Ross. We are not talking about how you view Mr.
  Richardson.
  We are discussing how you feel about him being a
  murderer.”



“

  
Allegedly,”
  Brian said.




  
Dr.
  Thompson shook her head in disagreement. “Sure,
  allegedly.”




  
Brian
  looked off in the distance. “It angers me. I look at the photos
  of
  the victims, and I want to hurt Mr. Richardson.”



“

  
Do
  you feel any other feelings besides anger?”



“

  
I
  feel sad and remorseful,” Brian said. “The victims remind me of
  my fallen comrades.”



“

  
Go
  on,” Dr. Thompson said.



“

  
I
  feel guilty and ashamed because I was unable to protect them,”
  Brian said. “Just like my team. I feel shame because I am
  defending
  my client.” Brian stopped talking and stopped blinking. 




“

  
These
  are all normal human emotions,” Dr. Thompson said. “We all
  experience them. None of them are inherently good or bad. They
  are
  part of who we are. They do not determine our identity but merely
  reflect our feelings at a given moment. It’s perfectly acceptable
  to experience these emotions, including anger. What we should
  strive
  to avoid is the absence of feeling. We should not become numb.
  




“

  
Brian,
  you need to allow yourself to feel. Remember that it’s acceptable
  to feel this way or that way. Remind yourself that experiencing
  sadness or anger is a perfectly normal response. Take time to
  acknowledge your feelings, contemplate the reasons behind them,
  and
  then work through your thoughts. In time, those feelings will
  fade,
  and the pain will lessen.”



“

  
I
  understand all that,” Brian said.



“

  
I
  know you understand it intellectually,” Dr. Thompson said.
  “You’re
  a brilliant person. The question is: Do you believe it in your
  heart?”




  
With
  hesitation, Brian said, “I’m trying to, I think. I don’t
  know.”



“

  
The
  first obstacle is you need to convince yourself that feelings are
  okay,” Dr. Thompson said. “Unlike Fredrick, who is a psychopathic
  sociopath, you have feelings, Mr. Ross.”



“

  
Fredrick
  possesses emotions, Dr. Thompson,” Brian said. “However, he
  places significance on the inappropriate ones.”



“

  
I
  am glad you said that,” Dr. Thompson said. “If someone like
  Fredrick can have feelings, albeit inappropriate ones, then you,
  too,
  can have feelings, Mr. Ross.”



“

  
You
  baited me,” Brian said.




  
Smiling,
  Dr. Thompson replied, “I may have tossed you a line.”



“

  
Maybe
  I am so concerned that I am going to focus on the wrong feelings,
  like Fredrick, that I avoid them altogether?”



“

  
Maybe.”
  Dr. Thompson looked at Brian, waiting for a response, but none
  came.
  “You love your wife, Mr. Ross. You care about your associates.
  You
  care about strangers. You care about Fredrick’s victims. You have
  more feelings than you care to admit. Having feelings isn’t your
  issue. Working through the painful ones is your issue. You would
  rather avoid them and pretend they don’t exist than process
  them.”



“

  
It
  has worked this long,” Brian said. “Why should I change
  it?”



“

  
Has
  it?” Dr. Thompson asked. “Has it worked all this time? If it has,
  then why are you here?”



“

  
Avoidance
  is easier,” Brian said.



“

  
It’s
  familiar and has kept you safe over the years, making it easier
  to
  rely on,” Dr. Thompson said. “It’s a survival mechanism you
  developed in response to chaos, but now it’s time to unlearn it.
  You need to discover healthier ways to manage your
  emotions.”



“

  
I
  think I’m doing better,” Brian said. “I don’t seem to be as
  annoyed by having emotions. Perhaps it’s because I’m swamped and
  don’t have to think about them.”



“

  
That
  could be the case,” Dr. Thompson said. “However, I’d like to
  share this: you’re more in tune with your emotions now than ever
  before! It’s true that with everything going on with the trial,
  you
  might not be spending much time resisting those emotions or
  redirecting your focus. When you say you’re too busy to think
  about
  them, it might seem like you’re unaware of what you’re feeling
  because you haven’t taken the time to reflect. But that’s not the
  case at all! You’ve just shared with me one, two, three, and four
  different emotions you’re experiencing. You are aware, Brian! It
  might be that you’ve accepted these feelings and decided they’re
  not such a big deal, so you’re concentrating on the more
  challenging aspects of your life.”



“

  
We’ve
  gone over this before,” Brian said. “When I’m not busy, I tend
  to focus too much on my emotions and wallow. When I am busy, I
  ignore
  them.”



“

  
You
  are not unique in this, Brian,” Dr. Thompson said. “Many people
  do this, even those without PTSD. You wallow because of unhealthy
  thought processes. We have been working on that. I believe you
  are
  rewiring the way you think and process emotions, and we are now
  beginning to see the dividends of your work. You still have a
  long
  road ahead, and I will be here to help you navigate it, but the
  journey and healing have begun. You are on the right road,
  Brian.”



“

  
I
  think you’re right,” Brian said. “I do feel different. I feel
  better. I like it too.”



“

  
How
  are you doing with your anxiety?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
I
  don’t feel like I have any today,” Brian said. “Haven’t had
  time to think about it.”



“

  
While
  anxiety can be heightened by thinking about it, your anxiety
  doesn’t
  occur because you are thinking about it,” Dr. Thompson said.
  “Your
  anxiety is subconsciously brought on by stress, pressure, and
  past
  trauma. If you are not feeling anxiety now, then perhaps you are
  learning to deal with and cope with your stressors and trauma.
  Hopefully, in time, with more work, your anxiety will become less
  frequent and eventually cease altogether.”



“

  
That
  would be nice,” Brian said. “I have been feeling a lot better
  since we started our sessions.”



“

  
I
  can only do so much, Mr. Ross,” Dr. Thompson said. “I will point
  you to the water, but it is you who must decide to drink.”



“

  
I
  am drinking,” Brian said. “Trust me, I am drinking.”



“

  
Is
  there anything you are concerned about that you would like to
  discuss?” Dr. Thompson asked. “We have a few minutes.”



“

  
I
  had that dream again,” Brian said. “This time, I viewed the woman
  in her entirety. She is a young, pretty girl with two large
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’s
  on the tops of her hands. She is carrying a drink in each hand.
  Still, she walks backward away from me. This time, the dream
  showed a
  man standing next to her when she stopped walking. I can’t see
  who
  he is. He is blurry with no identifiable features.”



“

  
This
  indeed seems more like a memory than a dream,” Dr. Thompson said.
  “It might be your subconscious attempting to communicate
  something.
  You mentioned you were quite intoxicated that evening. You
  observed
  the event, but you’re struggling to recall it because of your
  drunken state when your brain captured it. I believe with time,
  it
  will become clear to you.”



“

  
I
  think it has something to do with the case,” Brian said.



“

  
Speaking
  of the case, are you concerned with the passing of Ms. Schlitz?”
  Dr. Thompson asked.




  
Surprised,
  Brian asked, “How do you know about that? That is close-hold
  information. The media doesn’t even know about it.”



“

  
I
  am not at liberty to say,” Dr. Thompson said. “Does her passing
  concern you?”



“

  
I
  am shocked, and though I didn’t like her as a professional or as
  a
  person, I am saddened she passed,” Brian said. “I am more curious
  as to who your source is.”



“

  
Do
  you believe your client had anything to do with her
  passing?”



“

  
I
  would love to know who your source is,” Brian said. “Only a
  handful of people know these things.”




  
Dr.
  Thompson ignored Brian’s incessant request. “Well, do you think
  Fredrick had anything to do with her passing?”



“

  
I
  don’t know,” Brian said. “He was delighted that she was dead,
  but he was in prison. He couldn’t have killed her.”



“

  
I
  was able to get the transcripts of the psychologist’s testimony,”
  Dr. Thompson said. “I agree with everything she said, Brian. I
  think Mr. Richardson is playing a game with you. I also think you
  should seriously consider her warnings.”



“

  
You’re
  talking to Detective Smith,” Brian said. “It has to be
  him.”



“

  
Did
  you hear what I said, Brian? You are in danger.”




  
Brian
  stood up. “We’ll discuss this in the next session.”



“

  
I
  look forward to it,” Dr. Thompson said. “Be safe, Mr.
  Ross.”
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Brian
  visited Shanna’s grave, clearing away the leaves and replacing
  the
  flowers before lying in the grass beside her headstone. “Hello,
  my
  love. I’m doing well and keeping busy. You wouldn’t believe the
  chaos of this trial. When I think I’m catching up or even getting
  ahead with my client, he surprises me again. 




“

  
This
  man is relentless and seems to live two weeks ahead of everyone
  else.
  I need to start thinking like him if I am going to survive this.
  Yesterday, we found out the prosecutor was murdered. Well, she
  and
  her girlfriend. I have a feeling Fredrick is involved somehow.
  But
  how? He was locked up in a cell the entire night.” 





  
Brian
  took out his phone to show Shanna photos of himself and Carolyn.
  “I’m
  about to be a father. Can you believe it? After all this time, a
  little girl is on the way. Carolyn wants to name her after you.
  What
  do you think? Does that seem creepy? It probably does, but I like
  the
  idea. Still, I worry that hearing the name Shanna will make me
  think
  of my daughter rather than you. Maybe that’s how it should be.
  I’m
  not sure I could manage that. It’s been ten years, and I’m still
  not ready to let you go. I care deeply for Carolyn, but I love
  you
  just as much. What should I do? 




“

  
Speaking
  of the trial, there’s a ninety-nine percent chance we’ll lose. I
  want to win; I need to win. But I’m not sure how. You’d be
  disappointed in me for defending this monster. If I do find a way
  to
  win, an evil man would be back on the streets. He admitted to
  killing
  seventy-six people—he’s insane. I can’t bear the thought of him
  hurting anyone else. It’s such a shame that he’s so intelligent.
  What a waste. 




“

  
On
  a brighter note, I recently caught up with your mom. She’s doing
  well and mentioned that the flowers in her garden are thriving.
  She’s
  planning to bring some over for you soon.” 





  
Brian
  opened Apple Music and played his playlist. “I Miss You” by
  Blink-182 played; Brian lay there singing to Shanna.




  
A
  few hours later, Brian was back home, relaxing on his car beside
  the
  lake as he prepared for the sunset. He opened a beer and listened
  to
  the radio, embracing the moment’s calm. 





  
Suddenly,
  he heard a car pull up; he turned to look. It was Detective
  Smith. 





  
Appalled
  by how well Brian has been defending Fredrick, Detective Smith
  exited
  his vehicle and shouted, “What the fuck are you doing? Why are
  you
  trying so hard to let this guy go? He’s wicked, Brian. He’s pure
  evil. He deserves the death sentence, for Christ’s sake. If you
  don’t have the balls to put him to death so he can meet Jesus, at
  the very least, make sure he spends the rest of his life behind
  bars
  without any chance of parole!”



“

  
I’m
  just doing my job,” Brian replied calmly.



“

  
Your
  fucking job?” Detective Smith asked, perplexed. “What do you mean
  by your job? It’s not your job to have this man, guilty of
  murdering seventy-six people, found not guilty.”




  

    
Brian
    slid off the hood of his car. “My responsibility is to uphold
    and
    defend his rights according to the law. If that results in a
    not
    guilty verdict, so be it.”
  



“

  
His
  rights?!” Detective Smith shouted. “Fuck man! A scumbag like him
  shouldn’t have any rights! Everyone on the planet knows he is
  guilty of all the heinous crimes he is accused of. The evidence
  is
  undeniable. Brian, he fucking admitted to killing seventy-six
  people!
  Seventy-six! What if that were Carolyn or me? What if it were
  your
  unborn baby? For fuck’s sake, Brian, there are videos of him
  torturing and killing children. And I hope I don’t have to remind
  you of the thousands of photos and the trophies he kept so he
  could
  masturbate on them.”




  

    
Brian
    put his hand on Detective Smith’s shoulder. “He still has
    rights.”
  



“

  
What?
  Are you seriously hearing yourself?”



“

  
My
  role isn’t to determine if he’s guilty or innocent,” Brian
  said. “My job isn’t to decide his moral standing, whether he is
  good or evil. My responsibility is to defend his rights and
  uphold
  the law—the same rights and laws that protect you, me, and
  everyone
  else in society. I must ensure that the law remains intact and is
  applied as written. That’s my job!”



“

  
Look,
  man, I get that you’re passionate about the law,” Detective Smith
  said. “I know you possess an intellect that’s hard for me even to
  fathom. But as your friend, I’m telling you that you can’t let
  this man avoid responsibility for his actions. That can’t
  happen.”



“

  
I’m
  sorry, Detective Smith, but the law is the law,” Brian said. “It
  isn’t flawless, but it’s all we have. If you want to change the
  law, go ahead. I will gladly support and defend any new law you
  propose. Until that happens, I must adhere to the law as it
  currently
  stands, not as you believe it should be. I act within the
  framework
  of the law as it is written.”



“

  
Right
  now, you’re acting on a technicality that might allow the worst
  serial killer ever to walk free,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
I
  know you disagree, but technicality or not, the law is the law,”
  Brian said. “I cannot, with good conscience, overlook any part of
  it just because it conflicts with society’s valued moral and
  ethical standards. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to
  attend
  to.”



“

  
Work?
  You’re just sitting there with a beer and music,” Detective Smith
  said.



“

  
I’m
  focusing on my inner self,” Brian shot back. “It’s a full-time
  commitment.”



“

  
Don’t
  think I’ll forget how you threw me under the bus over a
  technicality,” Detective Smith said. “If you want to use me as a
  scapegoat, that’s your choice. But if this man goes free and
  kills
  again, that blood will be on your hands.”



“

  
If
  you could, I need some alone time.”



“

  
Well,
  fuck!” Detective Smith shouted. “Don’t let me stand in your
  way!”




“

  
I
  won’t,” Brian replied calmly.




  
Detective
  Smith jumped into his car and raced down the dirt driveway,
  kicking
  up dust and debris. Brian shook his head and shielded his beer
  from
  the dust. He climbed back onto the hood of his car and listened
  to
  the radio play “Creep” by Radiohead. 





  
Leaning
  back, Brian contemplated Fredrick. Talking to himself, he said,
  “You’ve handled high-profile cases before. Why the distress? It’s
  not the media attention, the number of victims, or Ms. Schlitz.
  What
  is it that has us agitated? Is it our beliefs? Maybe that’s it:
  my
  ethics and morals. Should I surrender and let my client face the
  consequences of the law? Should I fight fiercely to defend him?
  What
  are the costs? Is Detective Smith correct? Would I be accountable
  if
  Fredrick were to commit another murder? If I succeed
  professionally,
  Fredrick will continue to burden society. If I don’t succeed, I
  fail as a lawyer. 




“

  
The
  ethical dilemma is whether a suspect of a serious crime should
  receive less competent legal representation than someone accused
  of a
  minor offense. What about my morals? Do they even matter? Should
  they
  factor into the equation? Dr. Thompson would likely ask me how I
  feel
  about Fredrick’s acquittal. I would feel sick. Why sick, though?
  The gray area. There is no gray area with Fredrick! 




“

  
Most
  of my clients have a small chance of being innocent or guilty; at
  least, that’s what we lawyers tell ourselves so we can live with
  the results. But with Fredrick, it’s simply black and white.
  There
  is no gray area. There might not even be any white if I’m being
  honest with myself. If I secure a not guilty verdict for
  Fredrick, he
  will kill again. There is no doubt about that. If I win, what
  does
  that make me? Am I a monster too? Will I be indirectly
  responsible
  for any additional murders?”




  
Carolyn
  yelled, “Honey! Dinner will be ready in a few minutes.”



“

  
Okay,
  love, I’ll be right in.” Brian finished his beer and locked up
  the car. Walking up the steps, he turned and took one last look
  at
  the setting sun. He thought, 


  

    
I
    gotta figure all this shit out, and I am out of time
  


  
.




  
As
  Brian entered the house, he asked, “What did you make for
  dinner?”
  while lifting Carolyn and kissing her.



“

  
Nothing
  special, just twice-baked spaghetti with sausage meatballs,
  garlic
  bread, a Caesar salad, and a tall glass of milk,” Carolyn
  said.



“

  
If
  I didn’t know any better, I might think you’re trying to win my
  affection, ma’am,” Brian joked.



“

  
Is
  it working?” Carolyn asked, sweetly kissing Brian’s lips.



“

  
I
  bought a ton of your stock long ago, my lady.”



“

  
That’s
  a smart investment, Counselor! Speaking of a ton, is my ass
  getting
  bigger?” Carolyn asked.



“

  
It’s
  perfect. You’re perfect.”



“

  
You
  might just earn some dessert tonight, Mr. Ross,” Carolyn said.
  “However, I need to visit a friend first. I should be back before
  you go to bed. If not, I’ll wake you up with soft kisses all over
  your body.”



“

  
You
  don’t have to threaten me with a good time.”




  
Brian
  kissed her goodbye and headed to his office. He played the
  “Quartet
  for the End of Time” and reviewed his notes on Fredrick’s arrest.
  Carolyn honked her horn and waved goodbye as she pulled out of
  the
  driveway. Brian waved back. 





  
Afterward,
  he made himself a drink and opened his case files. With only a
  few
  days left in court, Brian knew he needed to make a good
  impression on
  the jury. He reviewed each video, transcript, and piece of
  evidence,
  searching for the key element to secure a win. Hours passed as he
  read each document repeatedly, but the golden nugget eluded him.
  





  
Feeling
  frustrated, Brian began examining the case files of every victim.
  The
  files were organized chronologically, so he took the first folder
  and
  read about Natasha Watson, who was murdered on May 21, 1976. He
  read
  it from cover to cover, then moved on to the following file,
  continuing with each victim. As Brian spent more time reviewing
  the
  other victims, he began to doubt his choice to defend Fredrick.
  





  
Four
  hours later, he switched on the radio and looked over the last
  few
  files. While sipping his drink, he reflected on Fredrick. Almost
  convinced that he would allow Fredrick to confront a guilty
  verdict,
  he continued reading the last file. Suddenly, everything clicked
  for
  him. He took a moment to evaluate the situation, then abruptly
  stood
  up, threw his glass against the wall, knelt down, and wept. In a
  fit
  of deep emotional distress, he pounded his chest and wreaked
  havoc in
  his office: hurling his chair, wrecking the bookshelf, and
  smashing
  his laptop onto the desk. As “Iris” by Goo Goo Dolls played on
  the radio, papers and folders drifted to the floor. Brian sat in
  the
  chaos, utterly heartbroken.




  
A
  few minutes later, Brian called Ivan. “Ivan, I need a
  favor.”



“

  
Boss,
  you okay?” Ivan asked. “What you need?”



“

  
Can
  you pick me up at my house? I have to meet someone, but I can’t
  drive.”



“

  
You
  need ambulance?” Ivan asked. “I call.”



“

  
No,
  Ivan, I just need a ride,” Brian said. “I’m having trouble
  explaining right now. Please come get me.”



“

  
Okay,
  Boss,” Ivan said. “Fifteen minutes.”




  
When
  Ivan arrived, he noticed the front door of Brian’s house was
  slightly ajar. He cautiously entered the house and walked down
  the
  hallway to Brian’s office, calling out, “Boss, you here? It’s
  me, Ivan. Not strange Russian man. Don’t shoot!”




  
Upon
  opening the office door, Ivan noticed that all the furniture—the
  desk, end tables, and lamps—had been destroyed. Brian sat quietly
  in the middle of the floor, surrounded by scattered case files.
  “Boss, what happen here? You okay?”



“

  
Ivan,
  please take me to the Blue Gator,” Brian said. “I need to catch
  up with an old friend. And please, no questions.”



“

  
I
  no ask question,” Ivan said. “Let’s go. You can walk, or you
  need Ivan to help?”



“

  
I
  can walk, thank you.”




  
Ivan
  drove Brian to the Blue Gator, a local bar known for its gator
  tail
  and gator ribs. During the ride, neither of them spoke a word.
  Brian
  gazed out the window, occasionally crying, while Ivan wondered
  what
  was troubling him. Upon arrival, Brian said, “Thank you, Ivan.
  I’ll
  see you tomorrow.”



“

  
Goodnight,
  Boss. I not say word. I clean office before Carolyn see.”



“

  
That’s
  not necessary, Ivan,” Brian said.



“

  
For
  me, no problem. I make good as new.”




  
Brian
  acknowledged Ivan with a nod as he entered the Blue Gator. He
  settled
  at the bar and ordered two double rums and Cokes.




  
Dialing
  Carolyn’s number, he said, “Honey, something came up. Can you
  stay with your friend tonight?”



“

  
Sure.
  But I was looking forward to tonight,” Carolyn said. “Is
  everything okay?”



“

  
Yes,
  I just have a few things to take care of,” Brian said. “That’s
  all.”



“

  
Brian,
  are you okay?” Carolyn asked. “You don’t sound all right. Are
  you crying? I’m coming to get you. Where are you?”



“

  
Carolyn,
  I love you dearly. I’m fine, I promise. Please stay at your
  girlfriend’s house. I need to go. Bye!”




  
After
  hanging up, Brian called an old friend and left a voicemail: “Hey
  man, it’s me. I need a blood bag—priority one. Blue Gator. Time
  now. Out.”




  
Just
  thirty-two minutes later, Johnny Randle, Brian’s old friend and
  the
  last surviving member of Seal Team Eight, arrived. He approached
  Brian and placed a hand on his shoulder. “You look like hell,
  Lieutenant!”




  
Brian
  smiled, got up with open arms, and embraced Johnny. “It’s great
  to see you, my old friend. Thanks for coming,” Brian said.



“

  
How
  have you been, brother? It’s been ages.”



“

  
Things
  could be better, but at least I’m still afloat,” Brian
  said.



“

  
They
  have no idea who they’re dealing with,” Johnny shot back. “You
  still hold the record for longest water survival time.”



“

  
If
  only it were so simple.”




  
At
  the same time, they exclaimed, “The only easy day was
  yesterday!”



“

  
How
  have you been?” Brian asked. “What’s new with you?”




  
Johnny
  sat down. “Brother, I know you didn’t call me here out of the
  blue after all these years just to catch up. The real question
  is:
  What the hell is going on in your life that you need an emergency
  meeting without any questions?”




  
Brian
  looked at Johnny. “I need an azimuth check.”




  
Johnny
  grinned. “Ah, I see. Something has you spooked. Tell me about it.
  How can I assist?”



“

  
You’re
  right,” Brian said. “But first, I need to ask you something, and
  I want your answer to be brutally honest.”



“

  
Don’t
  you fucking dare insult me like that, Brian!”



“

  
I
  apologize. You’re right,” Brian said. “I never intended to
  question your integrity. I need someone to be honest with me.
  Someone
  who truly knows me. I need to understand what kind of person you
  perceive me to be.”



“

  
Brian?
  I’m confused.”



“

  
Why
  did you follow me in Afghanistan?” Brian asked. “What made you
  trust my leadership? And don’t give me that ‘you were my
  commander’ bullshit. I need to understand why you chose to follow
  me, why you genuinely chose to follow me.”



“

  
Ross,
  brother, I followed you—no, 


  

    
we
  


  

  followed you—because you were the best. Because you were the
  toughest, smartest, bravest, and most courageous son of a bitch
  any
  of us has ever known. You are also the craziest son of a bitch.
  We
  followed you because we trusted and believed in you. We believed
  you
  were the one most likely to get us all home safely. We believed
  you
  would always do what was needed to complete the mission and what
  was
  best for the team. We trusted your honor and respected your
  decision-making. But most of all, Brian, we loved you, man. It
  was an
  honor to have served with you, for you. You are and always will
  be my
  brother. And I will do anything for you. Know that.”




  
Brian
  took a sip of his drink as he observed the bar’s television. The
  news broadcast covered a report on Fredrick’s trial, which was
  followed by Brian’s statement outside the courthouse. Following
  the
  clip, the news anchor delivered an extensive commentary. Although
  the
  volume was muted, Brian and Johnny were able to read the anchor’s
  lips.




  
Johnny
  turned to Brian. “Is this what you wanted to talk about? The
  trial?
  The media? Your client?”



“

  
Not
  quite,” Brian said. “I need reassurance regarding my moral
  compass. I feel like I’ve lost my way.”



“

  
Brother
  man, I care for you and will never question who you are. I’m
  aware
  of what the media is saying. Please don’t listen to them. You are
  not heartless or soulless. You are blessed; you’re one of God’s
  warriors. Be who God designed you to be. Be that strong,
  courageous
  motherfucker I knew on SEAL Team Eight.” 





  
Poking
  Brian in the chest, Johnny said, “I know he’s still there. Be
  that man with unquestionable ethics and morals. Be the man you’ve
  always been. You can’t be anyone else, Brian. You are who you
  are.
  And God loves you just the way you are. He made you perfect.
  Whatever
  this is, you will do the right thing. Of that, I have no doubt.
  You
  are the son of bitch I remember so well. You need to remind
  yourself
  that you are him. Be him, Brian. That is who you are. Be him and
  go
  fuck some shit up.”




  
Brian
  did not respond to Johnny’s pep talk. Instead, he took another
  drink of his fourth double rum and Coke. Johnny sat by him
  quietly,
  and together they finished their drinks. 





  
Johnny
  said, “You remember when you, I, and Pat entered that
  hut—”



“—

  
and
  the fucking goat came running after us and chased us out of the
  hut,”
  Brian said.



“

  
Fucking
  mortars, RPGs, and small arms fire going off everywhere, and we
  are
  all running from a fucking goat,” Johnny said.



“

  

    
That
    was no ordinary goat!”
  



“

  

    
Three
    Navy SEALs score 0, one peasant goat score 1,” Johnny
    said.
  




  

    
The
    bartender laughed and offered the men a free shot. Brian and
    Johnny
    happily accepted. 
  




“

  

    
Oh,
    remember when that white shark chased you back to the Zodiac
    and bit
    the ends of your flippers off?” Johnny said.
  



“

  

    
How
    could I forget? I was nearly lunch,” Brian said.
  



“

  

    
Dinner,
    Brian,” Johnny said. “You would have been dinner.”
  



“

  

    
Whatever,
    man, the timing of the incident isn’t important,” Brian
    said.
  



“

  

    
Once
    you boarded, that beast bit the Zodiac as if it were in a scene
    from
    
  


  

    

      
Jaws
    
  


  

    
.”
  



“

  

    
I
    remember,” Brian said. “We all had to abandon ship while it
    munched on the Zodiac like it was a chew toy. That fish was
    massive.”
  



“

  

    
It
    had to be at least twenty feet long, if not bigger,” Johnny
    said.
  



“

  

    
That’s
    when Chief Thomas leaned over and punched the bastard on the
    nose.”
  



“

  

    
It’s
    a shame what happened to him,” Johnny said. “He was a good
    man.”
  



“

  

    
PTSD
    is no joke, Johnny. Thomas couldn’t cope anymore and chose to
    end
    it. I face it every day. How do you handle it so well?”
  



“

  

    
I
    attend counseling; I go to church; I love my wife; and I
    cherish my
    children. That’s all I can do. The memories linger, but I
    prioritize today over yesterday,” Johnny said. “Yesterday can’t
    love me like today can, man. And tomorrow is another day
    farther from
    yesterday.”
  




  

    
Brian
    nodded. “Yeah, man, one day at a time. I understand
    that.”
  




  

    
Quietly,
    the two men sat at the bar, watching the news on television.
    “How’s
    It Going to Be” by Third Eye Blind played on the jukebox. Brian
    put
    his arm around Johnny, and they drank another shot. 
  




“

  

    
Oh,
    you remember when Chief Thomas stole Petty Officer Cunningham’s
    cell phone and was texting his wife?” Brian asked.
  



“

  

    
Do
    I remember? We had to restrain Cunningham to prevent him from
    killing
    Chief after his wife sent a nude photo, assuming it was
    him.”
  



“

  

    
I
    truly believed Cunningham was going to kill Chief,” Brian
    said.
  



“

  

    
I
    wonder if Cunningham ever told his wife?”
  



“

  

    
You
    mean before May 21st?” Brian asked.
  



“

  

    
I
    suppose we’ll never find out.”
  



“

  

    
We
    had some incredible times, didn’t we?” Brian said.
  



“

  

    
Absolutely,
    brother,” Johnny said proudly.
  



“

  

    
Indeed,
    we did. For a short time, the world was ours. We were the
    baddest
    motherfuckers on the planet. Then everything went to shit in
    one
    afternoon.”
  



“

  

    
That
    it did,” Johnny said.
  



“

  

    
It
    was a nightmare then, and it still is now.”
  



“

  

    
Are
    you still blaming yourself for what happened that day?” Johnny
    asked.
  




  

    
Brian
    gazed at Johnny, tears streaming down his face.
  



“

  

    
No!
    Fuck that, man!” Johnny said. “Nobody knew those SAMs were
    present. Commander Greene was the mission lead, and he didn’t
    know.
    He got his ass blown out of the sky, too. Do you think that if
    anyone
    had a fucking clue, we would have done things differently? You
    gotta
    let that shit go, man. It’s time to move on.”
  



“

  
Remember
  when you beat my ass in close-quarters combat?”



“

  
No!
  fuck that, man!” Johnny said. “We gotta address this shit! You
  aren’t redirecting or changing topics like you always do. Not
  today, motherfucker! Today you are going to talk about this shit!
  It
  was not your fault. You did everything expected of a SEAL that
  day
  and then some. You are a goddamned hero, and you wallow in
  self-pity.
  I am alive because of you. So are forty-nine other
  people.”



“

  
But
  the pain, man, it’s so unbearable,” Brian said.



“

  
You
  don’t think I miss those guys every fucking day? You think I
  don’t
  feel the pain and miss them and see them everywhere I go? Man,
  they
  were my family. No, they 


  

    
are
  


  

  my family. But they are gone, man, and I am still here. I can’t
  do
  anything for them, and they can’t do anything for me. Brian,
  brother, you are hurt because you loved them. You are hurt
  because
  you feel that love is no longer there. But it ain’t gone, Brian.
  




“

  
Remember
  the love you had for them. Honor the love you had for them. It’s
  not a bad thing to miss them. It’s an honor to miss them. It
  means
  we got to know them and love them. We need to remember what we
  loved
  about them and celebrate that. That is all we got. Grieving
  forever
  isn’t doing you any good, Brian. It’s killing you slowly. Trust
  me on this. It will destroy you like it destroyed Thomas. Don’t
  be
  like that. Let it go. Just let it go, bro. You are all I have
  left of
  that life, and I need you, man. I need you.”




  
Brian
  patted Johnny on the back and smiled. “Do you remember when you
  beat my ass in close-quarters combat?”



“

  
Okay,
  man. I said what I needed to say,” Johnny said. “Would you like
  to discuss that? Okay, man. I remember. Three months later, you
  knocked out my tooth and injured my deltoid in an arm
  bar.”



“

  
You
  know that was an accident.”



“

  
Accident,
  huh?” Johnny said.




  
Brian
  grinned. “Mostly.”



“

  
You
  just had to reclaim your status as the Alpha Dog. Lieutenant
  Brian
  Ross, the Alpha dog! 


  

    
Woof,
    woof!
  


  
”




  
Brian
  laughed. “Johnny, it wasn’t like that. I dislike losing. I can’t
  stand it. I needed to win again.”



“

  
I’m
  not angry with you, brother. It was all about respect for me.
  Honestly, if you hadn’t beaten me, I wouldn’t have respected you,
  and neither would the other men.”



“

  
I
  appreciate that,” Brian said. “I’ve always respected you; you
  know that.”



“

  
I
  do. So, are you going to tell me why you brought me down here? Or
  are
  we just going to talk shit and drink all night?”




  
Brian
  paused for a moment. “Do you remember Sanjarani?”




  
Johnny
  responded, “Do I remember Sanjarani? You think that’s something I
  could ever forget?”



“

  
No.
  I know you’ll never forget it,” Brian said. “That’s not what
  I meant. I meant, do you remember Sanjarani? You know,
  Sanjarani.”




  
Johnny
  thought about it for a minute. “It was the right thing to do,
  Brian. I wouldn’t be here right now if I hadn’t done what needed
  to be done.



“

  
I
  have another Sanjarani,” Brian said.



“

  
You
  gotta see a man about a fish?” Johnny asked.



“

  
Yeah,
  you get me.”



“

  
Look,
  man, I can’t tell you what to do,” Johnny said. “You are your
  own man. But know this. Whatever you decide to do, it will be the
  right thing. Of that, I have no doubt. Your ethics and morals are
  unquestionable. Never forget that. No matter what you choose, I
  will
  support you, and I will always be your brother.”



“

  
I’m
  torn between something I love and something I hate,” Brian said.
  “I
  can only think of two solutions. If I support what I love, it
  will
  help what I hate. If I go after what I hate, it will destroy what
  I
  love. I don’t see a win.”



“

  
Man,
  that’s easy. You’re too close to this. You’re trying too hard
  and can’t see the answer.”



“

  
Enlighten
  me,” Brian said.



“

  
Make
  a new solution.”



“

  
Make
  a new solution?”



“

  
Yeah,
  man,” Johnny said. “If your box is empty, try a different one. If
  there isn’t a different one, create one. Use your big brain to
  create a solution that supports what you love and harms what you
  hate. Too easy.”




  
In
  disbelief, Brian looked at Johnny. “You’re the second person to
  suggest something like this. The first time, it didn’t make sense
  to me. But after you said it, it makes more sense. Sometimes,
  perspective is the obstacle.”



“

  
I
  ain’t just a pretty face, you know. I’ve got smarts too!”
  Johnny said.



“

  
You
  and Evelyn should swing by next weekend. Carolyn would love to
  see
  her.”



“

  
That
  sounds like a fantastic idea. Evelyn would enjoy that. Let’s
  consider it a date.”




  
Brian
  raised his drink. “To the men and women who no longer bleed, for
  their blood is one with the soil, and the soil is
  freedom.”




  
Johnny
  added, “To Commander Donny Greene.”



“

  
To
  Chief Petty Officer Henry Eagan, Petty Officer 1st Class Richard
  Moss, Petty Officer 1st Class Jose Comanche, Petty Officer 1st
  Class
  Carl Lewinski, Petty Officer 2nd Class Pat Smith . . .”
  Brian began to cry as he mentioned Pat Smith’s name.




  
Johnny
  proceeded, “Petty Officer 2nd Class Ricardo Griffith, Petty
  Officer
  2nd Class Kevin Stringer, Petty Officer 3rd Class Chad Carter,
  Petty
  Officer 3rd Class Timothy Steussie, Petty Officer 3rd Class
  Reginald
  Cunningham, and Petty Officer 3rd Class Edison McDaniel.”




  
Brian
  composed himself. “And to our air force comrades, Major James
  ‘Mad
  Dog’ Madagali and Tech Sergeant Billy Gardner.”




  
Brian
  and Johnny said in unison, “Fair winds and following seas, sir,”
  as they poured a portion of their drinks onto the floor before
  taking
  a sip.




  
Johnny
  hugged Brian and encouraged him to call anytime.
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Court:
Day Nine, October 12, 2026, 7:00 a.m.
    
  



 






  

    
Brian
and Ivan waited at their table, looking forward to Fredrick’s
arrival. Brian glanced at Ivan. “Soon, this nightmare will end. I
can’t wait to escape our client.”
  



“

  
Boss,
  you like court,” Ivan said. “You like argue.”



“

  
Yes,
  Ivan, I do find value in the law and the art of argumentation.
  That
  said, I must distance myself from Fredrick. I believe he
  negatively
  affects my health.”



“

  
He
  is not good for anyone’s health.”




  
Excitedly,
  Brian exclaimed, “Ivan, that’s a fantastic sentence. The English
  lessons are paying off.”




  
Ivan
  smiled. “Soon, I speak better than most Americans.”



“

  
That’s
  not a particularly high standard, Ivan,” Brian said. “You should
  strive to do better.”




  
Fredrick
  was brought to the table and sat beside Brian, who ignored him.
  Uncertain of what to do, Ivan turned to Fredrick. “I am
  constructing correct sentences in English.”




  
Fredrick
  smiled back. “Outstanding, Mr. Smirnov. Soon, you will take over
  the world.”



“

  
All
  rise for the Honorable Judge Renée Galloway!” announced the
  senior
  bailiff as Judge Galloway entered the courtroom. 




“

  
Good
  morning, everyone,” Judge Galloway said. “Today is Monday,
  October 12th, 2026. The time is 7:02 a.m. We will now resume the
  trial of the State of Florida versus Fredrick Edgar Allan
  Richardson.
  Is the defense ready to call their next witness?”



“

  
Good
  morning, Your Honor,” Brian said. “The defense wishes to call
  Lieutenant Claudia Morales.”



“

  
Very
  well,” Judge Galloway said. “Please continue.”




  
Lieutenant
  Morales strode past the defense table while the three men watched
  her
  ass intently. Her form-fitting dress pants undeniably attracted
  attention. 




“

  
My,
  my,” Fredrick said. “Who knew a cop could look so
  delicious?”



“

  
Her
  buttocks are a work of perfection!” Ivan said.




  
Brian
  glanced at his paperwork. “Gentlemen, I only have eyes for my
  wife.”



“

  
Ivan,
  do you want to handle this one?” Brian asked.



“

  
Do
  I? Woof,” Ivan said.




  
Miss
  Ellison shook her head, laughing. “Men!”




  
Ivan
  stood up. “Your Honor, may I get close to the witness?”




  
With
  a smile and a laugh, Miss Ellison responded, “No objections, Your
  Honor.”



“

  
You
  may, Mr. Smirnov, but let me remind you this is a court of law,
  not a
  singles bar,” Judge Galloway said. “This prompted laughter from
  everyone in the courtroom.



“

  
Lieutenant
  Morales, you are supervisor of Detective Smith, correct?” Ivan
  said



“

  
Yes.
  And you can call me Claudia.”



“

  
Claudia,
  I like this name. Is it after Claudia Cardinale?”




  
Trying
  to speak while laughing, Miss Ellison shouted, “Objection, Your
  Honor. Is this relevant?”



“

  
Your
  Honor, I’m trying to make the witness comfortable,” Ivan said.
  “There’s no intention to cause harm.”



“

  
Sustained.
  Focus on the legal matters at hand, Mr. Smirnov. You can get her
  phone number after your questioning.”




  
Ivan
  asked, “Claudia, on the morning of 22nd May 2026, did you speak
  with Detective Smith about defendant?”



“

  
Yes,
  I did,” Lieutenant Morales said. “He briefed me on the suspect’s
  arrest and Annie Valentine’s remains.”




  
Ivan
  asked, “Do you remember the time of morning Detective Smith give
  you briefing?”



“

  
I
  arrived around 3:00 a.m., and we spoke until about 3:30 a.m. that
  morning.”



“

  
At
  any point, do you smell alcohol on Detective Smith?”



“

  
I
  asked Detective Smith if he had been drinking.”




  
Ivan
  smiled. “This not an answer to my question. Let me ask again: At
  any point, do you smell alcohol on Detective Smith?”



“

  
Yes,”
  she replied.



“

  
You
  say scent was strong or small?”



“

  
It
  was a strong scent of alcohol,” Lieutenant Morales said.



“

  
Did
  Detective Smith appear intoxicated?”



“

  
He
  did not.”




  
Ivan
  asked, “Why you let Detective Smith question suspect if he had
  been
  drinking?”



“

  
Detective
  Smith showed no signs of intoxication,” Lieutenant Morales said.
  “He was articulate and communicated his thoughts and strategies
  clearly. I didn’t think that a few drinks earlier in the evening
  would impair his performance.”




  
Ivan
  then asked, “Are you alcohol expert?”



“

  
No,
  I am not.”



“

  
How
  you know Detective Smith only had couple of drinks and not
  more?”



“

  
I
  took his word for it,” Lieutenant Morales said.



“

  
That’s
  it?” Ivan asked. “You trust Detective Smith?”



“

  
Absolutely.”




  
Ivan
  asked, “When was last time you saw Detective Smith this
  morning?”



“

  
I
  spoke with him at 8:35 a.m. after we briefed the chief.”



“

  
Detective
  Smith still have scent of alcohol?” Ivan asked.



“

  
Yes,”
  she confirmed.



“

  
Was
  scent strong or faint at 8:35 a.m.?”



“

  
It
  was still quite strong.”



“

  
No
  further legal questions, Your Honor,” Ivan said.



“

  
What
  other types of questions do you have besides legal ones, Mr.
  Smirnov?” Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
Your
  Honor, I must inquire about phone number of attractive
  lieutenant.”




  
Judge
  Galloway turned to Miss Ellison. “It’s your witness, Miss
  Ellison.”



“

  
Lieutenant
  Morales, how long have you been partnered with Detective Smith?”
  Miss Ellison asked.



“

  
We
  have worked together on the force for over twenty years.”



“

  
In
  that time, have you ever seen Detective Smith intoxicated while
  on
  duty?” Miss Ellison asked.



“

  
No,
  I have not.”



“

  
During
  those years, have you ever had any reason to believe that
  Detective
  Smith acted unprofessionally or neglected his
  responsibilities?”



“

  
No,
  I have not,” Lieutenant Morales said.



“

  
Has
  Detective Smith ever given you reason to doubt his
  credibility?”



“

  
No,
  he has not.”




  
Finally,
  Miss Ellison asked, “In your view, not as an alcohol expert but
  as
  a professional officer who has known Detective Smith for over
  twenty
  years, do you believe Detective Smith was intoxicated when he
  arrested the defendant?”



“

  
No.
  I do not believe he was,” Lieutenant Morales said.



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor.”




  
As
  Lieutenant Morales exited the stand, she walked over to Ivan and
  extended her hand. Ivan handed her a pen, and she wrote her phone
  number on his arm. Fredrick pointed at Ivan, turned to the
  gallery,
  and declared, “That is my lawyer right there! Yep. 


  

    
My
    lawyer!
  


  
”




  
Judge
  Galloway rolled her eyes. “Would the defense please proceed with
  its case?”




  
Brian
  stood up. “The defense would like to call Detective Robbie Giles
  to
  the stand.”




  
Detective
  Giles took a seat.



“

  
Detective
  Giles, how long have you known and worked with Detective Smith?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
I’ve
  known of him for a few years, but I’ve only recently worked with
  him directly.”



“

  
How
  long have you worked directly with Detective Smith?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
Since
  the morning after Mr. Richardson’s arrest.”



“

  
Were
  you present on the night of Mr. Richardson’s arrest, Detective
  Giles?”



“

  
Um,
  no,” Detective Giles said. “I meant the following morning. That’s
  when I officially started working with Detective Smith.”



“

  
Which
  is it? The night of the defendant’s arrest or the following
  morning?”



“

  
The
  next morning. I made an error in my statement.”



“

  
Are
  you sure it was the next morning?” Brian asked.



“

  
Yes,
  I am.”



“

  
Are
  you familiar with Detective Smith?”



“

  
I
  know him well enough,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
Did
  you know that his favorite song is ‘Take Me to Church’ by
  Hozier?”



“

  
I
  was unaware of that.”



“

  
Did
  you know his favorite meal consists of fried chicken, macaroni
  and
  cheese, red beans and rice, seasoned collard greens, mashed
  potatoes
  with gravy, cornbread, and ice-cold sweet tea?” Brian turned to
  Miss Ellison and added, “Before you think I’m being racially
  biased, I assure you this is his favorite meal.”



“

  
Hey,
  I’m from the South,” Miss Ellison said. “That’s my favorite
  meal too.”



“

  
I
  wasn’t aware of that,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
Did
  you know he sleeps on the left side of the bed?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
I
  did not. How could I possibly know that?”



“

  
There’s
  a lot you don’t know about Detective Smith,” Brian said. “Are
  you confident you can testify that you know him, and I quote,
  ‘well
  enough’?”



“

  
I
  guess I don’t know him that well,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
Have
  you ever seen Detective Smith intoxicated?”



“

  
No.”



“

  
Detective
  Giles, do you know Detective Smith well enough to determine if he
  was
  drunk the morning of May 22nd, 2026?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  do not believe he was drunk, no.”



“

  
That
  isn’t what I asked, Detective Giles.”



“

  
No,
  I don’t think I do,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
How
  can you tell if Detective Smith was sober or drunk on the morning
  of
  May 22nd, 2026?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  suppose I couldn’t.”



“

  
Did
  you detect any smell of alcohol on Detective Smith?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
Would
  you describe the scent as strong or weak?”



“

  
It
  was strong,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
Approximately
  how far from him could you smell it?” Brian asked. “Just give us
  your best estimate, Detective Giles.”



“

  
I
  don’t know, maybe a few feet.”



“

  
What
  time did you meet Detective Smith that morning?”



“

  
I
  remember it was around 3:30 a.m.,” Detective Giles said.



“

  
What
  time did you conclude the interview with the defendant?”



“

  
I
  believe it was around 7:20 a.m.”



“

  
Did
  you still smell a strong scent of alcohol on Detective Smith
  then?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
Yes.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Brian said.




  

    
Miss
    Ellison added, “No questions, Your Honor.”
  



“

  
The
  defense recalls Detective Smith to the stand,” Brian said.




  

    
Detective
    Smith took the stand.
  



“

  
Detective
  Smith, were you drunk on the evening of May 21st, 2026?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
How
  many times do I have to answer this question?” Detective Smith
  asked. “No. I was not!”



“

  
Detective
  Smith, were you drunk on the morning of May 22nd, 2026?”




  

    
Aggravated,
    Detective Smith answered, “No.”
  



“

  
Detective
  Smith, while at the bar on the evening of May 21st, 2026, did you
  spill any drinks on yourself?”




  

    
Detective
    Smith paused and thought about Brian’s question. “I did not.
    But
    I remember a young lady spilled two drinks on me about thirty
    minutes
    before I left.”
  



“

  
Why
  wasn’t this mentioned in any of your statements?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
I
  only just remembered it now.”



“

  
That’s
  convenient, don’t you think?” Brian asked.




  

    
Fredrick
    whispered, “Object! Object! Impeachment!”
  



“

  
Your
  Honor, may I have a moment to confer with my client?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
That’s
  a great idea, Mr. Ross,” Judge Galloway said.




  

    
Brian,
    Ivan, and Fredrick discussed the new evidence. Brian stood.
    “Your
    Honor, I request permission to continue questioning the
    witness.”
  



“

  
Granted,”
  Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Don’t
  you think it’s convenient that you remember that piece of
  information now?” Brian asked again.



“

  
I
  didn’t think it was relevant, so I forgot it until you just
  brought
  it up,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
Detective
  Smith, do you know what kind of drink was spilled on you?”



“

  
I
  don’t know.”



“

  
At
  any time during the evening, did you pour a bottle of liquor over
  yourself?” Brian asked. “As if you were taking a shower in it,
  perhaps?”




  

    
Detective
    Smith laughed. “I most certainly did not.”
  



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Brian said.




  

    
Miss
    Ellison stood. “Detective Smith, were you aware at the time
    that
    Annie Valentine’s remains were in Pasco County?”
  




  

    
Detective
    Smith answered, “I was not.”
  



“

  
Do
  you know the exact location where you apprehended Mr. Richardson
  in
  Pasco County?” Miss Ellison asked.



“

  
I
  do not.”



“

  
Detective
  Smith, the video from the defendant’s arrest does not show you
  fully reading his rights. Can you explain why?”



“

  
I
  cannot.”



“

  
Did
  you read Mr. Richardson his rights?” Miss Ellison asked.



“

  
I
  did,” he said.



“

  
Detective
  Smith, one final time, were you intoxicated on the night you
  arrested
  the defendant?”



“

  
I
  was not.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Miss Ellison said.




  

    
As
    Miss Ellison returned to her table, the courtroom emptied. All
    the
    reporters rushed outside in a flurry. Concerned, Judge Galloway
    instructed a bailiff to investigate. “Ladies and gentlemen,
    there
    appears to be an unexpected development. We will take a
    fifteen-minute recess. The time is 14:25. The court will
    reconvene at
    2:40 p.m.”
  




  

    
Brian
    told Ivan to check what was happening. Ivan stood and dashed
    outside.
    Fredrick turned to Brian. “So, Counselor, the bartender or the
    policeman?”
  



“

  
What?”
  Brian asked.




  

    
Fredrick
    laughed. “Ivan. Who do you think Ivan will marry? Daria
    Pawlowski
    or Claudia Morales?”
  




  

    
Brian
    pondered for a moment. “I can’t imagine Ivan marrying either of
    them.”
  



“

  
Can
  you picture yourself marrying Carolyn?” Fredrick asked.




  

    
Leaning
    in, Brian warned, “Be very cautious, Mr. Richardson.”
  



“

  
I
  meant no offense,” Fredrick said. “I am genuinely curious. I have
  never married because I have yet to meet someone who feels like
  ‘the
  one,’ as they say. Did you feel that way about Carolyn?”



“

  
I’m
  not discussing Carolyn with you,” Brian said. “But yes, I
  believed she was the one.” At that moment, Ivan entered with a
  group of reporters trailing behind him into the courtroom.



“

  
What’s
  all the fuss about?” Brian asked.



“

  
The
  sheriff’s office released a statement regarding Ms. Schlitz. They
  say the killing fits the profile of ‘the Reaper.’ There’s a DNA
  match to Mr. Richardson.”




  

    
Both
    Brian and Ivan appeared bewildered and turned to Fredrick, who
    smiled
    and stood. He faced the press, waving as they captured the
    moment.
    “You can’t keep a good man down!” he said, breaking into loud
    laughter.
  




  

    
Judge
    Galloway received a quick update from a bailiff and announced,
    “I
    need to see the State and defense in my chambers. Thank
    you.”
  




  

    
Brian
    and Heather proceeded to the judge’s chambers, with Heather
    asking,
    “Do you have any idea what this is about?”
  



“

  
I
  think I might know,” Brian said.



“

  
If
  you haven’t heard, the sheriff’s office released a statement
  regarding the murders involving Ms. Schlitz and her partner,”
  Judge
  Galloway said. “The injuries seem to match those from Mr.
  Richardson’s previous murders, particularly the additional
  puncture
  wounds containing seminal deposits. It has been confirmed that
  Mr.
  Richardson’s DNA is a match to the deposits.”



“

  
How
  is that even possible?” Brian asked. “My client was locked in a
  prison cell that night.”



“

  
I
  don’t know,” Judge Galloway said. “I have a theory, but it
  would be unethical for me to share it with you.”



“

  
I
  suppose it’s possible Mr. Richardson isn’t their murderer and is
  somehow part of a cult or group that is responsible for these
  murders,” Brian said. “But how did his DNA end up in the puncture
  wounds?”



“

  
This
  is perfect,” Heather said. “Now, you’ll introduce a completely
  new theory concerning your defendant. Why is this not
  surprising?”



“

  
I
  don’t think so,” Brian said. “I need to consult with my client.
  Your Honor, are we done here?”



“

  
Yes.
  I’ve said what needed to be said.”




  

    
Brian
    quickly left the chambers and headed straight to Fredrick.
    
  





  

    
Fredrick
    locked eyes with him, observing Brian intently as he
    approached. Once
    close enough, Fredrick asked, “Counselor, what are you
    thinking?”
  



“

  
How
  did you manage that?” Brian asked. “How did you facilitate the
  murders from your prison cell? How did your DNA get into their
  wounds?”



“

  
I
  have mentioned this before,” Fredrick said. “There is more to me
  than meets the eye.”




  

    
Ivan
    started to say, “I know this—”
  



“

  
Not
  now, Ivan!” Brian ordered. He leaned in, whispering to Fredrick,
  “Are you in a cult? Do you have followers? How many are there? Do
  they kill for you?”




  

    
Fredrick
    leaned in closer, responding, “Counselor, you’ve got it all
    wrong. I assure you, I am a lone wolf.”
  



“

  
Tell
  me,” Brian said. “Tell me how.”




  

    
Fredrick
    smiled and leaned back. “In time, you’ll understand. But not
    today.”
  




  

    
Judge
    Galloway called the court back into session. 
  




“

  
Looks
  like it’s your turn, Counselor,” Fredrick said.




  

    
Brian
    rose. “Your Honor, the defense calls Tony Carboni to the
    witness
    stand.”
  




  

    
Mr.
    Carboni took the stand.
  



“

  
Mr.
  Carboni, can you please tell the court what you do for a living?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
I’m
  a corrections officer at the Orient Road Jail.”



“

  
Were
  you on duty on October 15th, 2026?”



“

  
Yes,”
  Tony confirmed.



“

  
Did
  you notice anything unusual during your shift that day?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
I
  saw a meeting between the late prosecutor, Ms. Schlitz, and the
  defendant, Mr. Richardson.”



“

  
Objection!”
  Miss Ellison shouted. “Your Honor, Ms. Schlitz never held a
  meeting
  with Mr. Richardson. I know she visited the prison to discuss a
  potential plea deal with Mr. Richardson and Mr. Ross, but since
  Mr.
  Ross did not attend, she left the prison.”



“

  
Objection!”
  Brian said. “Your Honor, I was never informed about, planned to
  attend, or agreed to any plea deal meeting. This is completely
  new
  information to me.”



“

  
Why
  else would Ms. Schlitz meet with Mr. Richardson, Mr. Ross?” Judge
  Galloway asked.



“

  
I
  don’t know,” Brian said. “However, if we consult the meeting
  witnesses, they might provide clarity on this issue.”




  

    
Judge
    Galloway turned to the corrections officer. “Objection
    overruled.”
  




  

    
Both
    Brian and Miss Ellison exclaimed, “Which one!?”
  



“

  
Miss
  Ellison, your objection is overruled,” Judge Galloway said.
  “Please
  proceed with your questioning of Mr. Carboni, Mr. Ross.”



“

  
Was
  anyone else in the meeting?” Brian asked.



“

  
No,”
  Mr. Carboni said.



“

  
So,
  I take it that Ms. Schlitz had a private meeting with my client
  in my
  absence?” Brian asked.



“

  
Honestly,
  I don’t know about that.”



“

  
It
  is pretty simple, Mr. Carboni. Was I present at the meeting you
  witnessed between Ms. Schlitz and Mr. Richardson?”



“

  
My
  role is to ensure prisoners do not escape or kill one another. I
  don’t oversee their discussions or who they meet. However, I did
  see the defendant and Ms. Schlitz talking at the table. And no,
  Mr.
  Ross, you were not there.”



“

  
Were
  you present in the room during the meeting?” Brian asked.



“

  
Yes,
  I was present.”



“

  
How
  long did you remain in the room?”



“

  
I
  was there the whole time,” Mr. Carboni said. “Three other guards
  and I brought Mr. Richardson to the conference room, where Ms.
  Schlitz was already at the table. We stayed until Mr. Richardson
  asked us to return him to his cell.”



“

  
So,
  you stayed in the room the entire time?” Brian said.



“

  
We
  did. We knew she wasn’t his lawyer, meaning Mr. Richardson didn’t
  have attorney-client privilege. Because he lacked that privilege,
  we
  remained in the room. Besides, it likely wouldn’t have ended well
  for her had she been in the room alone with Mr.
  Richardson.”



“

  
Could
  you hear the conversation that occurred?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  could,” Mr. Carboni said.



“

  
Please
  share with the court what you heard.”



“

  
We
  brought Mr. Richardson into the room and chained him to the
  table,
  per our standard operating procedure. Ms. Schlitz was sitting at
  the
  table and greeted him.  She said, ‘Good Morning, Mr. Richardson.’
  Fredrick immediately said, ‘Screw you, I am not talking to you
  without my lawyer.’


  

    

    
  


  

    
”
  



“

  
That
  sounds about right,” Brian said. “What happened next?”



“

  
The
  two sat in silence at the table for about five minutes before
  anything else was spoken,” Mr. Carboni said. “Fredrick finally
  broke the quiet by asking, ‘Am I just supposed to sit and wait
  for
  my lawyer to arrive?’ That’s when Ms. Schlitz replied, ‘Don’t
  worry, I won’t offer you your life until your lawyer is here.’
  Fredrick reacted, ‘Offering me my life? What are you talking
  about?’ Ms. Schlitz responded, ‘Don’t you know? I plan to kill
  you with the death penalty for your crimes. Unless you take a
  plea
  bargain, in which case, I will drop the death sentence.’


  

    

    
  


  

    
”
  



“

  
She
  said exactly that?” Brian asked, astonished.



“

  
I
  paraphrased a bit, but yes, that’s basically what she said,” Tony
  said.



“

  
Are
  you sure she said, ‘I am going to kill you with the death penalty
  for your crimes. Unless you accept a plea bargain. Then I will
  drop
  the death sentence?’


  

    

    
  


  

    
”
    Brian asked.
  




  

    
Tony
    pulled a document from his folder. “Yes. Here’s an affidavit
    from
    the other three officers and me confirming that’s what she
    said. We
    all heard her, and we found it amusing at the time.”
  



“

  
Did
  the defendant respond?” Brian asked.



“

  
He
  fell silent and did something none of us expected.”




  

    
Confused,
    Brian asked, “What was that? Did he attack Ms. Schlitz?”
  



“

  
No.
  He cried.”




  

    
Stunned,
    Brian said, “I’m sorry. Did you say he cried? The defendant?
    That
    man? Mr. Fredrick Richardson? The Reaper? He cried?”
  



“

  
Yes.
  He cried,” Tony said. “He expressed that he didn’t wish to die
  and that her ongoing threat of the death penalty caused him
  immense
  anxiety and stress, leading to sleepless nights. He pleaded with
  her
  not to kill him.”



“

  
What
  was her response?” Brian asked.



“

  
She
  said, ‘If you voluntarily take the stand and confess to all of
  your
  crimes, I will drop the death penalty.’


  

    

    
  


  

    
”
  



“

  
What
  did Mr. Richardson say in response to her offer?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
He
  asked, ‘Voluntarily testify?’ And Ms. Schlitz confirmed, ‘Yes,
  I cannot force you to testify. However, if you choose to confess
  on
  your own, I assure you, I will not kill you.’


  

    

    
  


  

    
”
  



“

  
What
  happened next?” Brian asked.



“

  
You
  never arrived, so Fredrick stood up and requested to be returned
  to
  his cell,” Mr. Carboni said. “We complied, and then Ms. Schlitz
  left.”



“

  
Are
  those rooms equipped with video surveillance?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
Yes,
  unless their lawyer is present, then we are required by law to
  turn
  off the cameras.”



“

  
Were
  the cameras recording during this meeting?” Brian asked.




  

    
Tony
    produced a thumb drive. “They were.”
  



“

  
Your
  Honor, we have already submitted the document and video evidence
  to
  the State for review,” Brian said. “We wish to present the video
  to the jury.”



“

  
No
  objections, Your Honor,” Miss Ellison said.



“

  
Let’s
  view the video,” Judge Galloway said.




  

    
They
    started the recording.
  




  

    

      
Ms.
      Schlitz: “Good Morning, Mr. Richardson.”
    
  




  

    

      
Fredrick:
      “Fuck you, bitch, I am not talking to you without my
      lawyer.”
    
  




  

    

      
(Five
      minutes lapse without conversation.)
    
  




  

    

      
Fredrick:
      “Am I supposed to sit and wait for my lawyer to arrive?”
    
  




  

    

      
Ms.
      Schlitz: “Don’t worry, I won’t offer you your life until your
      lawyer is here.”
    
  




  

    

      
Fredrick:
      “Offer me my life? What the fuck are you talking about, you
      fucking
      cunt?”
    
  




  

    

      
Ms.
      Schlitz: “Don’t you know? I am going to kill you using the
      death
      penalty for all the crimes you’ve committed. That is, unless,
      of
      course, you accept a plea deal in which I am prepared to drop
      the
      death penalty request. That’s why I am here.”
    
  




  

    

      
Unidentified
      persons laugh.
    
  




  

    

      
Fredrick:
      “I do not want to die, and I feel scared about the thought of
      dying. Your ongoing threats about killing me are creating a
      lot of
      fear and anxiety for me. I struggle to sleep at night because
      of the
      nightmares I have about you killing me. Please, I sincerely
      beg you,
      do not kill me.”
    
  




  

    

      
Ms.
      Schlitz: “If you voluntarily take the witness stand and
      confess to
      all of your crimes, I will not kill you.”
    
  




  

    

      
Fredrick:
      “Voluntarily testify?”
    
  




  

    

      
Ms.
      Schlitz: “Yes. I cannot make you testify. We can discuss this
      with
      your lawyer once he arrives. But I promise you now, if you
      confess on
      your own, you have my word: I will not kill you.” 
    
  





  

    

      
Fredrick:
      “Guards, return me to my fucking cell. I’m done with this
      bitch!”
    
  



“

  
You
  left out some choice words in your testimony, Mr. Carboni,” Brian
  said.



“

  
My
  mother taught me not to speak that way.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Brian said.




  

    
Miss
    Ellison rose. “Mr. Carboni, do you know who arranged the
    meeting
    that took place?”
  



“

  
I
  do not,” he said.



“

  
Is
  there a log or record for prisoner visitations?” Miss Ellison
  asked.



“

  
Yes,
  there is.”



“

  
Who
  is listed in the log?” Miss Ellison asked.



“

  
The
  only individual who visited Mr. Richardson that day was Ms.
  Schlitz,”
  Mr. Carboni said.



“

  
Was
  Mr. Ross or any defense team member scheduled to visit Mr.
  Richardson
  that day but did not show up?”



“

  
Not
  according to the records, no.”



“

  
Then
  how did the meeting happen in the first place?” Miss Ellison
  asked.



“

  
You’d
  probably need to ask Ms. Schlitz,” Mr. Carboni said.



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor.”




  

    
Ivan
    rose. “Your Honor, the defense wishes to recall Fredrick
    Richardson
    to the witness stand.”
  




  

    
Once
    Fredrick was seated at the witness stand and reminded of his
    oath,
    Ivan asked, “Mr. Richardson, why did you meet with the
    prosecution
    without a defense present?”
  



“

  
I
  believed I was going to a meeting that included myself, my
  attorney,
  and the prosecution to discuss a possible plea deal,” Fredrick
  said.



“

  
Who
  tell you this?” Ivan asked.



“

  
One
  of the guards informed me when they came to escort me,” Fredrick
  said. “When they interrupted me, I was enjoying a great game of
  Spades.”



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson, you know name of guard?”




  

    
Fredrick
    laughed and glanced at various law enforcement officers in the
    courtroom. “I do not. They all look alike to me. Little
    piggies!”
  



“

  
Why
  you cry when Ms. Schlitz spoke with you? You’re big man. Strong
  man. Crazy man. She small woman.”



“

  
This
  experience was not my most commendable moment, and I feel
  embarrassed
  that everyone present had to witness it,” Fredrick said. “I
  harbor a profound fear of death. Ms. Schlitz persistently issued
  threats against my life, which were repeated numerous times. This
  continuous intimidation began to affect me deeply, resulting in
  distressing nightmares in which she depicted my execution. I
  sought
  help from the medical staff in the prison, but they were unable
  to
  stop the nightmares. Consequently, I found it challenging to
  achieve
  restful sleep and began to experience episodes of panic.”



“

  
Why
  do you agree to testify?” Ivan asked. “Mr. Ross advises not
  to.”



“

  
The
  video evidence presented was overwhelmingly compelling—especially
  the shark video. I do not even own a boat. But that video made me
  look guilty. I believed I would inevitably be found guilty,
  regardless of my actual innocence. My testimony emerged as the
  sole
  means to prevent Ms. Schlitz from killing me. I had no
  alternatives.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Ivan said.



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson, should we believe that Ms. Schlitz, an experienced
  lawyer
  and prosecutor, either violated the defendant’s right to counsel
  or
  communicated ineffectively to extract a confession regarding your
  crimes in a case she was already winning?” Miss Ellison
  asked.




  

    
Fredrick
    smiled. “I am not sure. You should ask her.”
  



“

  
We
  cannot do that now, can we?”



“

  
That
  is unfortunate.”



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson, are you terrified of death, or is your entire
  statement
  merely a performance?” Miss Ellison asked.




  

    
Fredrick
    went quiet, his eyes locked on his hands. His legs began to
    shake,
    and gradually, he lifted his gaze, tears welling in his eyes.
    “Please, Miss Ellison. I beg you, do not take my life. I have
    already confessed to everything Ms. Schlitz asked of me.
    Honestly, I
    do not know what else I can offer. I am ready to confess again
    if it
    would help. I can admit to other crimes if you need me to. But
    please, spare my life.” Fredrick dropped his head into his
    hands
    and sobbed.
  




  

    
Miss
    Ellison shook her head in disbelief at Fredrick’s antics. “No
    more questions, Your Honor.”
  



“

  
Bailiffs,
  escort Mr. Richardson to his table,” Judge Galloway said. “Mr.
  Richardson, you may step down from the witness stand.” 





  

    
Fredrick
    looked up, smiling at Brian, before being guided to the table.
    Once
    secured, he whispered, “How do you think I performed,
    Counselor?
    Award-worthy, perhaps? Emmy, Tony, or Academy Award?”
  



“

  
More
  of a Razzies performance, in my opinion,” Brian said



“

  
That
  is not very kind,” Fredrick said. “I put my heart into that act
  as if my life depended on it.”




  

    
Brian
    stood up. “Your Honor, the defense calls Carla Montgomery to
    the
    stand.”
  




  

    
Mrs.
    Montgomery took the stand.
  



“

  
Could
  you tell the court about your background?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  am a tenured professor at Stetson University College of
  Law.”



“

  
What
  is your area of instruction?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  specialize in legal writing and trial advocacy,” Mrs. Montgomery
  said.



“

  
Mrs.
  Montgomery, please explain to the court what trial advocacy
  is.”



“

  
I
  teach the essential skills necessary for proficient and ethical
  litigation. In simpler terms, I assist lawyers in effectively
  presenting and litigating cases in court.”



“

  
I
  assume the Fruit of the Poisonous Tree Doctrine is taught to all
  law
  students?” Brian asked.



“

  
You
  are correct, Mr. Ross,” Mrs. Montgomery said.



“

  
Could
  you explain to the court the Fruit of the Poisonous Tree
  Doctrine?”



“

  
The
  doctrine asserts that if the evidence is obtained through illegal
  means, any evidence derived from that source is also inadmissible
  in
  court. Hence, the tainted ‘tree’—representing the unlawful
  action—makes its ‘fruit’—denoting the derivative
  evidence—inadmissible.”



“

  
Could
  you provide the court with an example of the poisonous tree and
  the
  fruit?” Brian asked.



“

  
An
  example of the poisonous tree would be a confession obtained
  after an
  unlawful arrest or evidence revealed during an illegal search. An
  example of the fruit would be information such as the location of
  a
  buried body or the discovery of a firearm,” Mrs. Montgomery
  said.



“

  
Mrs.
  Montgomery, when is this doctrine typically taught in law
  school?”



“

  
The
  timing of when this doctrine is taught may vary slightly between
  law
  schools. However, it is generally covered early in the
  curriculum,
  typically during the first year or within the first two years of
  study.”



“

  
Are
  law enforcement cadets also taught this doctrine?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
Certainly,”
  Mrs. Montgomery said. “All law enforcement cadets in the United
  States receive instruction on the same doctrine as law
  students.”



“

  
Can
  we safely assume that all law students and police officers are
  familiar with this doctrine before they graduate?”



“

  
Yes,
  that is a safe assumption to make.”



“

  
No
  further questions, Your Honor,” Brian said.



“

  
No
  questions for the witness, Your Honor,” Miss Ellison said.



“

  
Your
  Honor, the defense would like to call its next witness, the
  Honorable
  Jaqueline Jones,” Brian said.



“

  
Objection!”
  Miss Ellison said. “Appearance of impropriety and judicial
  ethics.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, as a respected and esteemed judge, her ethical standards
  should not be questioned,” Brian said. “Judge Jones is not a
  material witness; she is being called to testify as an expert on
  the
  law, which does not serve the defense or the prosecution. Her
  testimony is essential for the jury to grasp the intricacies of
  the
  law.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, you preside over this court due to your expertise in law
  and
  legal procedures,” Miss Ellison said. “Are we to understand that
  the defense considers you incompetent to oversee this trial,
  suggesting a need for external legal expertise?”



“

  
Your
  Honor, you are aware of the qualifications that make you a law
  expert,” Brian said. “The prosecution is aware of your expertise,
  as am I. It is assumed the jury accepts your expertise. By no
  means
  does Judge Jones’s testimony contradict your expertise. Her
  testimony will explain the law and its finer details to the jury.
  Her
  expertise is needed for the jury to understand all the laws in
  question properly in this case, so they can better come to an
  ethical
  decision.”



“

  
Where
  are you going with this, Counselor?” Judge Galloway asked.



“

  
Your
  Honor, the defense aims to ensure that court proceedings are
  exceedingly comprehensible to the jury, particularly how the law
  pertains to evidence, legal proceedings, and decorum,” Brian
  said.
  “The jury must fully understand this. This trial involves more
  than
  just facts and assumptions; it fundamentally concerns the letter
  of
  the law. The jury must comprehend the legal language to arrive at
  a
  well-informed verdict. Without Judge Jones’s testimony, I fear
  the
  jury may unknowingly err in their judgment.”



“

  
Counselor,
  considering the evidence already presented during this trial, I
  find
  it difficult to see how Judge Jones’s testimony would assist your
  client,” Judge Galloway said emphatically. “It could prove
  detrimental. If you believe you can obtain a mistrial based on
  inadequate representation, you are mistaken.”



“

  
What?
  That’s not my intention, Your Honor,” Brian said. “What led you
  to that conclusion?”



“

  
You
  are skating on very thin ice, Counselor,” Judge Galloway
  said.



“

  
I
  understand, Your Honor,” Brian said. “We do not seek nor will
  seek a mistrial.”



“

  
Are
  you sure you want to call this witness?”



“

  
Yes,
  Your Honor, the defense intends to call the Honorable Jaqueline
  Jones
  as a witness.”




  
Recognizing
  Judge Jones’s outstanding reputation, Judge Galloway indicated
  that
  she would take a moment to reflect on the request. After a brief
  pause, Judge Galloway announced, “After thorough consideration, I
  will allow the witness to be called. Mr. Ross, please proceed
  with
  caution. Bailiff, please escort the Honorable Jaqueline Jones to
  her
  seat.”



“

  
Thank
  you, Your Honor,” Brian replied.



“

  
Let
  the record reflect the prosecution’s objection to the witness’s
  testimony,” Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Thank
  you, Your Honor,” Miss Ellison responded.
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A
frail elderly lady in her mid-eighties, the Honorable Jaqueline
Jones, slowly strolled to the witness stand as a bailiff assisted
her. Once she settled on the witness stand, she acknowledged the
sitting judge. “Good morning, Your Honor. I am a big fan,” she
said with a kind smile, referring to Judge Galloway’s success and
stature.
  



“

  
Good
  morning to you, Your Honor. Is there anything you need? Are you
  comfortable?” Judge Galloway asked with genuine concern.



“

  
I
  am good, thank you. May I please have some cold water? If that is
  not
  asking too much,” Judge Jones asked politely.




  
In
  response, Judge Galloway directed, “Bailiff Ramsey, please get
  Judge Jones a cold glass of water. Thank you.”



“

  
Right
  away, ma’am,” Bailiff Ramsey said.




  
While
  the bailiff handed the witness a glass of water, Brian looked
  over
  his notes and gathered his thoughts. Once the water was given to
  Judge Jones, he approached the witness stand. Before he spoke,
  Judge
  Jones innocently said, “Oh, my, aren’t you a handsome one.”
  Laughter erupted in the courtroom. Heather rolled her eyes in
  disbelief. 





  
Judge
  Galloway quickly struck her mallet. “Order! Order in the court.”
  





  
As
  the court settled down, she said in a strict, no-nonsense tone,
  “You
  may question the witness, Counselor.”



“

  
Thank
  you, Your Honor.” Then, he turned to the witness. “Judge
  Jones—”



“

  
Please,
  call me Jaqueline or Jackie,” Judge Jones interjected.




  
Brian
  glanced at Judge Galloway, seeking permission to comply with
  Judge
  Jones’s request. Judge Galloway shrugged.



“

  
As
  you wish. Jackie, how long have you practiced law?”



“

  
I’ve
  been in law for sixty-four years, though I’ve been retired for a
  while now,” Judge Jones said.



“

  
I
  see. How are you enjoying retirement?” Brian asked
  courteously.



“

  
Well,
  I keep finding myself in court,” she quipped. “It’s like 


  

    
The
    Godfather
  


  
:
  ‘Once you get in, you can never get out.’


  

  


  
”




  
The
  courtroom erupted in laughter, including Judge Galloway.




  
Playing
  along, Brian remarked, “Something we can all look forward to.
  Jackie, I would like to discuss some legal aspects of the
  evidence in
  this trial and hear your expert opinion on it, if that’s all
  right?”



“

  
Oh,
  I suppose that doesn’t sound too challenging,” she
  replied.



“

  
But
  before I do that, I’d like to take a moment to explain your role
  as
  a witness to the jury,” Brian said.



“

  
That’s
  an excellent idea, Counselor.”




  
Brian
  faced the jury. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, Judge Jones is
  being called as a witness to explain the law itself, not to
  assess
  the evidence’s value or credibility, nor to determine the
  defendant’s guilt or innocence. This indicates that the witness
  is
  not present to aid the defense or to assist in securing a
  not-guilty
  verdict. She has no professional or personal stake in the trial’s
  outcome, making the Honorable Jacqueline Jones’s testimony
  indisputable.”



“

  
Well
  done, Brian. I’m impressed,” Judge Jones said.



“

  
Jackie,
  I will present the evidence in the same sequence as the
  prosecution
  did, as this will help the jury follow along more easily. Is that
  okay?”




  
In
  a spirited tone, she retorted, “Young man, you don’t need to seek
  my permission to perform your job. State your case and stop
  wasting
  everyone’s time.”




  
Brian
  smiled. “As a lawyer and someone who possesses a profound
  understanding of the law, do you believe your testimony will
  assist
  or hinder the defendant’s case?”



“

  
In
  my view, my testimony will be neither harmful nor beneficial for
  the
  defendant,” Jackie said.



“

  
To
  clarify, you are a witness for the defendant in this trial,
  correct?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
The
  defendant’s counsel subpoenaed me, but I am not here to testify
  on
  the defendant’s behalf.”



“

  
So
  you are not testifying to aid the defendant or his defense
  strategy
  in any manner?” Brian asked.



“

  
No,
  of course not,” Jackie said.



“

  
Do
  you think the defendant is guilty of the charges he faces today?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
My
  view on his guilt is not evidence and is not the reason I was
  called
  to testify. Thus, my opinion is irrelevant and inadmissible.
  Let’s
  focus on what I was summoned to discuss: the law.”




  
Brian
  turned to the jury. “You’re right, ma’am. Let the record
  indicate that the defense’s witness is hostile to the
  defense.”



“

  
You
  haven’t seen my true hostility yet, young Brian Ross,” Jackie
  said.




  
Fredrick
  leaned toward Ivan, whispering, “I like her!”



“

  
Very
  well,” Brian said. He handed her a piece of paper. “Jackie, this
  is Exhibit A—a summary of the video that went viral before my
  client was even processed.”



“

  
I’m
  fully aware of the video; it’s been the talk of the town
  lately.”




  
Brian
  asked, “In your expert opinion, if a video went viral before a
  suspect is identified or charged with a crime, do you think its
  release could affect the defendant’s right to a fair and
  impartial
  jury?”



“

  
I
  do,” she replied.



“

  
Could
  you elaborate on your answer for the jury?” Brian asked.



“

  
The
  video doesn’t determine guilt or innocence,” Jackie said. “It
  simply serves as one piece of evidence in a broader forensic
  investigation. The only conclusions drawn from the video are that
  a
  person was found dead in a suspect’s vehicle and that this
  vehicle
  was located where it was discovered. Any further conclusions
  would be
  mere speculation and would require additional evidence to
  validate
  them. None of these facts proves or disproves the defendant’s
  guilt. 




“

  
I
  want to emphasize that jurors likely viewed the video before
  being
  selected for this trial. I don’t believe any juror who had been
  exposed to the video beforehand could maintain an impartial
  perspective on what it does or doesn’t indicate regarding guilt.
  This illustrates the potential bias of the jurors. Typically, a
  change of venue can be requested to ensure an impartial jury;
  however, in this case, most people on the planet have already
  seen
  the video. Consequently, an unbiased jury pool is probably
  unrealistic.”



“

  
You’re
  assuming the jury possesses logic, reasoning, and a solid
  understanding of evidentiary law,” Brian said.



“

  
That’s
  precisely why defense attorneys represent defendants,” Judge
  Jones
  said.



“

  
Could
  the video’s release and the jury’s potential prejudice justify
  dismissing charges or declaring a mistrial?” Brian asked.



“

  
No.
  This means the defense attorney faces a significant legal
  challenge.”



“

  
We’ve
  established that the leaked video likely skewed the jury pool
  with a
  preconceived notion of guilt before the trial began,” Brian said.
  “Let’s move on to the next topic—an arresting officer’s
  suspected intoxication at the time of the arrest. Does this
  present a
  legal issue?”



“

  
Not
  specifically. A defendant could argue the officer’s intoxication
  prevented him from performing his duties, but additional evidence
  would probably be needed to dismiss a case.”



“

  
What
  if intoxication sparked a conversation that escalated into a
  physical
  confrontation, leading to the defendant’s arrest?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
More
  evidence would be required to justify a dismissal.”




  
Brian
  moved to another question. “What if an officer, either knowingly
  or
  unknowingly, obstructed a defendant from dialing 911 by covering
  a
  victim’s phone? What are the legal implications?”



“

  
Blocking
  someone from calling 911 could be considered interference with
  emergency communication, potentially resulting in felony charges
  against the officer,” Jackie said.




  
Pleased
  with Jackie’s explanation, Brian posed another set of questions.
  “What if the intoxicated officer offered five hundred dollars to
  prevent authorities from being called after a car accident? Is it
  reasonable to assume the officer was attempting to bribe the
  victim?
  What does the law state regarding these matters?”



“

  
Offering
  or accepting a bribe is unlawful, exposing the officer to charges
  of
  corruption and obstruction of justice,” Jackie said.




  
Excited
  by Jackie’s insights, Brian pressed on. “What if the defendant’s
  Miranda rights were not fully communicated to him?”



“

  
Any
  statements obtained from a suspect during custodial interrogation
  after a violation of Miranda rights are deemed inadmissible in
  court,” Jackie said. “This exclusion means the prosecution cannot
  use these statements to establish the suspect’s guilt.”



“

  
What
  if a body is found in a suspect’s vehicle after the Miranda
  rights
  have been violated?”



“

  
If
  law enforcement fails to read the Miranda rights to a suspect
  during
  a custodial interrogation and then discovers a body, any evidence
  obtained from that interrogation and the body, including
  confessions
  or statements, may be deemed inadmissible in court under the
  doctrine
  known as ‘fruit of the poisonous tree,’


  
 


  
”
  Jackie said. “This principle is based on the premise that any
  statements made were not voluntary due to the lack of Miranda
  warnings.”



“

  
Let’s
  revisit ‘the fruit of the poisonous tree’ later. What happens if
  an officer searches a suspect’s body for car keys and then
  proceeds
  to search the suspect’s vehicle without their consent?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
Initially,
  police must obtain either consent or a valid warrant to search a
  person, or they need to satisfy an exception to the warrant
  requirement,” Jackie said. “The Fourth Amendment of the US
  Constitution protects individuals from unreasonable searches and
  seizures. A warrant, probable cause, or exigent circumstances are
  required for contentless searches. Additionally, police cannot
  search
  a vehicle without a warrant or consent unless a warrant exception
  applies, which may include probable cause, plain view, or a
  search
  incident to arrest.”



“

  
Judge
  Jones, you mentioned plain view,” Brian said. “If an officer
  observes a pool of blood beneath a vehicle, is that in plain
  view,
  and does it constitute probable cause to search the
  vehicle?”



“

  
While
  a pool of blood beneath a car raises suspicion, it does not
  provide
  sufficient probable cause for searching the vehicle,” Jackie
  said.
  “Police must have probable cause, a reasonable belief that there
  is
  evidence of a crime inside the car, to perform a warrantless
  search
  legally under the vehicle exception. Although blood may indicate
  a
  possible crime, it alone does not establish probable cause and
  requires further inquiry and evidence to substantiate it. Again,
  searching the vehicle without the suspect’s consent infringes
  upon
  the Fourth Amendment rights guaranteed by the
  Constitution.”



“

  
I
  know I just asked about this, but I want to clarify,” Brian said.
  “What if evidence, like a dead body, is discovered in a car that
  the police searched illegally?”



“

  
If
  law enforcement searches a vehicle without adequate cause or a
  warrant, any evidence found during that search may be considered
  inadmissible in court,” Jackie said. “This principle is
  fundamental to the Fourth Amendment, which safeguards individuals
  from unreasonable searches and seizures.”



“

  
Is
  that to say it may be considered inadmissible in court?”



“

  
In
  court, evidence may be ruled inadmissible if it is irrelevant,
  violates public policy, is protected by privilege, or is
  classified
  as hearsay,” Jackie said. “Additionally, any evidence that has
  been obtained illegally or in violation of a person’s
  constitutional rights is also inadmissible.”



“

  
What
  if an arrest occurs outside the arresting officer’s jurisdiction,
  and there’s no cooperation agreement?” Brian asked.



“

  
When
  a police officer arrests outside their jurisdiction without
  proper
  authorization, both the arrest and any evidence collected may be
  considered illegal. This can result in charges being dismissed or
  evidence being excluded from court. Moreover, the individual has
  the
  right to pursue a civil lawsuit against the officer or the police
  department.”



“

  
What
  if two videos exist depicting a murder?” Brian asked. “Each video
  depicts a different suspect. Forensic analysis proves each video
  is
  authentic. How do we decide which one to use and which one to
  ignore?
  Who gets to decide that?”




  
Jackie
  paused to consider the questions before responding, “This is a
  complex issue. The resolution depends on which video, or
  combination
  of evidence, is deemed more credible and persuasive. If the
  conflicting videos cast reasonable doubt on the identity of the
  perpetrator, this uncertainty could lead to an acquittal.”



“

  
Are
  you implying that the quality of the lawyer’s argument would
  determine the evidence’s weight?” Brian asked.



“

  
Yes,
  that’s correct,” Jackie said.



“

  
Concerning
  a false confession scenario. What if the prosecution coerced the
  defendant into confessing by threatening him with death?” Brian
  asked.



“

  
If
  a prosecutor threatens a defendant with death to secure a
  confession,
  it would likely be regarded as coerced and inadmissible in
  court,”
  Jackie said. “Such threats violate the Fifth Amendment’s
  protection against self-incrimination and the Fourteenth
  Amendment’s
  guarantee of due process of law. A confession obtained under such
  duress is deemed involuntary and cannot be used against the
  defendant. However, I seriously doubt any prosecutor would be
  foolish
  enough to resort to that tactic.”



“

  
One
  would think that, right?” He glanced at his notes and asked,
  “What
  if the defendant confessed under duress? What becomes of the
  evidence
  derived from that confession?”



“

  
If
  a confession is acquired through duress or coercion, it is
  regarded
  as involuntary and consequently inadmissible in court as
  evidence,”
  Jackie said. “Furthermore, any evidence directly derived from
  that
  confession, commonly referred to as the ‘fruit of the poisonous
  tree,’ shall also be excluded.”



“

  
And
  now we return to the concept of the fruit of the poisonous tree.
  What
  if all the aforementioned issues arose in a single case?”




  
Jackie
  laughed. “When a suspect’s rights are breached during an
  investigation—whether due to a police officer being under the
  influence, bribery, an illegal search, arresting someone outside
  their jurisdiction, failing to provide Miranda rights, or
  extracting
  a coerced confession—the evidence gathered in light of these
  violations would likely be excluded, potentially resulting in
  dropped
  charges or a lighter sentence. This can lead to dismissals or
  sentence reductions.”



“

  
What
  happens to the evidence found post-accident?” Brian asked. “Can
  it be utilized against the defendant in a new trial?”



“

  
No;
  evidence acquired from an illegal search, referred to as ‘fruit
  of
  the poisonous tree,’ is usually not admissible in a later trial,”
  Jackie said. “The Fruit of the Poisonous Tree Doctrine disallows
  the use of evidence that emerges from an unlawful act.”



“

  
If
  everything we talked about today were applicable in a single
  trial,
  what evidence can be presented in court?” Brian asked.




  
Jackie
  grinned. “A wealth of evidence can still be presented, Counselor.
  The defendant’s name, address, date of birth, profession, vehicle
  registration, gun registration, voter registration, marriage
  records,
  divorce documents, financial data, criminal history, credit
  score,
  debts, known associates, family . . . Shall I go on?”



“

  
No,
  that’s not necessary.” He then asked, “Judge Jones, if the
  defendant is found guilty of the charges in a trial where the
  evidence is considered ‘the fruit of the poisonous tree,’ what
  options would the defendant have?”



“

  
If
  a defendant’s conviction is grounded in evidence procured through
  an unlawful search or seizure, they possess the right to appeal
  the
  ruling to a higher court,” Judge Jones said. “The appeal will
  contend that the evidence obtained through illicit means was
  inadmissible and that its introduction at trial infringed the
  defendant’s constitutional rights, including the right to be free
  from unreasonable searches and seizures. The objective of such an
  appeal is to secure the reversal of the conviction or to have the
  case retried without the inclusion of the unlawfully obtained
  evidence. The doctrine of ‘the fruit of the poisonous tree’ is
  pivotal in safeguarding individual rights and ensuring the
  equitable
  operation of the legal system. It serves to deter law enforcement
  from participating in unlawful conduct to acquire
  evidence.”



“

  
What
  if a trial were to occur in the wrong jurisdiction of the circuit
  court?” Brian asked.




  
Jackie
  turned to Judge Galloway, who nodded. Judge Jones then faced
  Brian.
  “If a court does not have jurisdiction in a murder trial, the
  prosecution must cease, and the defendant is likely entitled to a
  new
  trial in the appropriate jurisdiction. Any resulting judgment
  would
  probably be deemed invalid. The court would be seen as lacking
  subject-matter jurisdiction, making its decisions subject to
  dismissal or invalidation. This is because a court can only
  adjudicate cases within its defined jurisdiction. Essentially,
  the
  court’s ruling would be unenforceable, necessitating the case be
  initiated in the correct jurisdiction.” 



“

  
If
  the case is transferred to the appropriate county and circuit
  court,
  what evidence could be presented?” Brian asked. “Assuming it’s
  the fruit of the poisonous tree.”



“

  
The
  same evidence I referred to earlier: name, address, date of
  birth,
  and so on.”




  
Satisfied
  with the response, Brian noted, “I think we grasp the point. The
  courts are prohibited from using any evidence from a criminal
  standpoint and can only use the defendant’s personally
  identifiable
  information.”



“

  
You
  are correct, Mr. Ross.”



“

  
Honorable
  Judge Jones, it was a privilege to meet you and ask you questions
  for
  this trial,” Brian said.



“

  
The
  pleasure was all mine, Mr. Ross. You’re not only charming but
  also
  incredibly sharp!”




  
Brian
  smiled. “No further questions, Your Honor.”



“

  
Honorable
  Judge Jones, I noted many key phrases from your testimony today,”
  Miss Ellison said. “I want to highlight your choice of language.
  Particularly, you mentioned statements like ‘a change of venue
  could be requested,’ and ‘a defendant could argue.’ The word
  ‘could’ serves as a modal verb that falls under the category of
  modal auxiliaries. While it is a verb, it pairs with another verb
  to
  indicate possibilities. ‘Possibility’ refers to the likelihood of
  something happening, existing, or being true, while a ‘fact’
  represents an unequivocally accurate assertion. A possibility
  does
  not guarantee an event will occur, whereas a ‘fact’ is a
  certainty that can be verified.



“

  
You
  also said, ‘putting the officer at 


  

    
risk
  


  

  of corruption and obstruction.’ The term is used as a noun to
  indicate the potential risk or threat of encountering corruption
  and
  obstruction. ‘Risk’ represents the likelihood of an uncertain
  event happening, potentially affecting an objective in either a
  positive or negative way. ‘Facts’ are established truths, whereas
  ‘risk’ encompasses uncertainty and the potential for varied
  outcomes.



“

  
You
  mentioned things such as ‘which 


  

    
may
  


  

  lead to felony charges,’ ‘


  

    
may
  


  

  be ruled inadmissible in court,’ ‘evidence found during that
  search 


  

    
may
  


  

  be deemed inadmissible,’ and ‘evidence obtained 


  

    
may
  


  

  be deemed illegal.’ In this context, ‘may’ functions as an
  auxiliary verb. ‘May’ serves as a modal verb that signifies
  possibility, permission, or a strong likelihood, although it does
  not
  ensure certainty. When ‘may’ is used, it suggests something that
  might happen, but it is not assured.



“

  
When
  you said, ‘confession under the fear of death would 


  

    
probably
  


  

  qualify as a coerced confession,’ ‘probably’ is an adverb. It
  modifies verbs, adjectives, other adverbs, or entire clauses to
  express a level of likelihood or certainty. ‘Probably’ suggests a
  belief in the likelihood of something without confirming it as a
  definite fact.



“

  
Lastly,
  you said, ‘evidence obtained as a result of these violations
  would
  


  

    
likely
  


  

  be suppressed.’ As an adverb, ‘likely’ signifies ‘probably’
  and is often used to modify verbs, typically found in phrases
  such as
  ‘most likely’ or ‘quite likely.’ In your statement, ‘likely’
  signifies a probability or expectation, representing an opinion
  or
  interpretation rather than a verifiable, objective truth.



“

  
The
  language you use suggests that the defense’s arguments are merely
  a
  possibility and do not guarantee anything. There are
  possibilities
  for both the defense and the State. None of these statements you
  made
  is an absolute statement.”




  
Judge
  Jones leaned toward Judge Galloway and whispered, “Perhaps we
  should discuss this further?”



“

  
Would
  the prosecution and defense kindly approach the bench?” Judge
  Galloway said.




  
Once
  Brian and Heather were at the bench, Judge Jones said quietly,
  “I’m
  speaking off the record and won’t acknowledge this later. Miss
  Ellison, the only certainty today is that your career will be
  over if
  you attempt to use any of this evidence against the
  defendant.”




  
Brian
  and Miss Ellison returned to their seats, where Miss Ellison
  remarked, “No further questions, Your Honor.”




  
Noticing
  there was still an hour left in the day, Judge Galloway said,
  “The
  court still has sixty minutes remaining. Are the State and
  defense
  prepared to deliver their closing arguments?”




  
Ivan
  jumped up. “Your Honor, defense would like recall Mr. Brian Ross
  to
  witness stand.”




  
Brian
  looked at Ivan, bewildered. “What the hell are you doing? You
  can’t
  call me back! I have nothing else to add.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, witness being hostile,” Ivan said. “Please have him return
  to stand.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, you have been recalled,” Judge Galloway said. “Please take
  the stand.”




  
Reluctantly,
  Brian settled onto the witness stand. Ivan asked, “Your Honor,
  may
  I approach the witness?”



“

  
Granted.”



“

  
Your
  Honor, may I treat witness as hostile?” Ivan asked.




  
Laughter
  erupted throughout the courthouse. Judge Galloway also laughed.
  “At
  your own risk, Mr. Smirnov.”




  
Ivan
  turned to Brian. “Mr. Ross, this trial resulted in much work for
  employees, correct?”



“

  
I
  suppose so,” Brian said.




  
Judge
  Galloway glanced at Miss Ellison, anticipating an objection;
  however,
  Miss Ellison smiled and shook her head no.



“

  
You
  are under oath, you must tell truth, correct?” Ivan asked.



“

  
That
  is correct.”



“

  
Your
  employees work many weekends during trial, did they not?” Ivan
  asked.



“

  
I
  guess they did.”



“

  
Some
  employees make work better than others, right?” Ivan
  asked.




  
Perturbed,
  Brian said, “Sure.”



“

  
Which
  employee contributed significantly to trial?”



“

  
You
  did,” Brian said.



“

  
I
  apologize, but I know not this, ‘You did.’ Who this is?”




  
Brian
  sighed deeply and gazed at the courtroom ceiling. “Ivan Smirnov
  was
  the best and most dedicated employee I had on this case. His work
  ethic and commitment were invaluable.”



“

  
This
  statement made under oath and now part of court record,” Ivan
  said.



“

  
I
  suppose it is.”



“

  
I
  use statement of truth for next pay raise,” Ivan said. He then
  addressed Judge Galloway. “Ivan has no further questions for
  Boss,
  Your Honor.”




  
Judge
  Galloway said, “That was a complete waste of time for everyone in
  the court, Mr. Smirov. I should hold you in contempt. But because
  it's late and I want the day to end, I will forgo making the day
  any
  longer. The court is now in recess. We will reconvene at 7:00
  a.m. on
  Wednesday, October 14th, 2026. Bailiffs, please secure the
  defendant.
  Have a good day, everyone!”
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Day Ten, October 14, 2026, 7:08 a.m.
  



 







  
Brian
  and Ivan sat at the table, waiting for Fredrick to arrive.
  




“

  
Ivan,
  I can hardly believe we’re almost done,” Brian said. “This
  trial seemed like it would never end.”



“

  
If
  you get not guilty verdict, this trial will never end for you,”
  Ivan said.



“

  
Yes,
  I’m aware,” Brian said. “Do you think a not guilty verdict is
  achievable?”



“

  
A
  wise person once tell me anything is possible.” 





  
Brian
  laughed.




  
Fredrick
  entered the courtroom with a big smile. After being secured to
  the
  table, he exclaimed, “Gentlemen, we’re in the fourth quarter with
  just five seconds left. It’s fourth down on the opponent’s
  five-yard line, and we’re trailing by two. All we need is the
  field
  goal for a win.”



“

  
Field
  goal worth one point, no?” Ivan asked.



“

  
No,
  Ivan, that’s an extra point,” Brian said. “A field goal is
  worth three points.”



“

  
Three
  point give victory,” Ivan said.



“

  
Now
  you understand,” Fredrick said. “We win with a field
  goal.”



“

  
What
  will secure field goal today?” Ivan asked.



“

  
Our
  closing argument is the field goal,” Brian said. “We either
  execute it well or we don’t. Our success hinges on the strength
  of
  our argument.”



“

  
All
  rise for the Honorable Judge Renée Galloway,” the senior bailiff
  announced.



“

  
Good
  morning, ladies and gentlemen. Today is Wednesday, October 14th,
  2026, and the time is 7:08 a.m. We are here to continue the case
  of
  the State of Florida versus Fredrick Edgar Allan Richardson, who
  faces nineteen counts of aggravated premeditated capital murder.
  Is
  the State prepared to present its closing arguments?”




  
Miss
  Ellison rose. “We are, Your Honor.”



“

  
Very
  well, you may proceed,” Judge Galloway said.



“

  
Ladies
  and gentlemen of the jury, over the past several months, you have
  encountered a substantial amount of material witness testimony
  regarding evidence, expert witness testimony about forensic
  evidence,
  and expert testimony on the law,” Miss Ellison said. “Much of
  this may have seemed confusing and overwhelming. Today, I aim to
  provide you with a concise summary of the trial’s key highlights.
  I
  will summarize the entire case, emphasizing the significance of
  witness testimony, evidence, and relevant legal principles. My
  goal
  is to provide you with a comprehensive and credible overview of
  the
  trial. The reason we are here today is straightforward. Let me
  refresh your memory in case you’ve forgotten.”




  
Miss
  Ellison stood next to two easels. She pulled the cover off the
  first
  easel and displayed a large poster-sized portrait of Kimberly
  Bennett. “Little Kimberly was only six years old when the
  defendant, Mr. Fredrick Richardson, killed her. 


  

    
She
    exhibited numerous thoracic and abdominal injuries. She
    sustained
    several fractured bones and had indications of internal
    hemorrhaging.
    Additionally, she was sexually assaulted both vaginally and
    anally.”
    
  





  
Then
  she pulled the cover off the second easel and displayed a large
  poster-sized portrait of Kimberly Bennett’s autopsy photo.



“

  
David
  Spencer died as a result of asphyxiation,” Miss Ellison said.
  “The
  defendant, Mr. Fredrick Richardson, suffocated and killed David
  when
  he was nine years old. Like Kimberly, David was also sexually
  assaulted.



“

  
Stephanie
  Cooper died at the young age of four when the defendant, Mr.
  Fredrick
  Richardson, beat her with his bare hands. She sustained
  forty-seven
  fractured bones in her body, encompassing the entirety of her
  body,
  from her feet to her skull. She was sexually assaulted both
  vaginally
  and anally.



“

  
Svetlana
  Spassky died at the age of ten when the defendant, Mr. Fredrick
  Richardson, forced a venomous snake to bite her repeatedly until
  the
  venom killed her. She also had signs of having been sexually
  assaulted, both vaginally and anally.



“

  
Carla
  Dunn was eleven years old when the defendant, Mr. Fredrick
  Richardson, stabbed her 154 times. She exhibited signs of being
  sexually assaulted, both vaginally and anally.



“

  
Amanda
  Jordan died when she was seven years old, when the defendant, Mr.
  Fredrick Richardson, drowned her in a bathtub. As with all the
  victims, Amanda, too, had been sexually assaulted, both vaginally
  and
  anally.



“

  
Brenda
  Gibson died when she was five years old, when the defendant, Mr.
  Fredrick Richardson, burned and cooked her alive in an oven.
  Brenda
  had also been subjected to sexual assault, both vaginally and
  anally.



“

  
Leo
  Rodriguez died at the age of eight years old, when the defendant,
  Mr.
  Fredrick Richardson, boiled him in a cauldron of water. He was
  also
  sexually assaulted.



“

  
Kevin
  Morris died when he was eight years old, when the defendant, Mr.
  Fredrick Richardson, drowned him in urine and feces. He displayed
  signs of having been subjected to sexual assault.



“

  
William
  Henderson died at the age of six when the defendant, Mr. Fredrick
  Richardson, pushed him off a 537-foot-high building. He, too, was
  sexually assaulted.



“

  
Charlotte
  Sanchez died when she was five years old when the defendant, Mr.
  Fredrick Richardson, crushed her to death. She was subjected to
  sexual assault vaginally and anally.



“

  
Mathew
  King died when he was seven years old, when the defendant, Mr.
  Fredrick Richardson, fed him to a great white shark. The world
  watched in horror. While we can’t know for sure, Mathew was
  likely
  sexually assaulted like the other victims.



“

  
Suzy
  Lopez died when she was six years old, when the defendant, Mr.
  Fredrick Richardson, allowed insects to eat her alive. She was
  sexually assaulted both vaginally and anally.



“

  
Aubrey
  Carroll died when she was eleven years old, when the defendant,
  Mr.
  Fredrick Richardson, poked and prodded her with thousands of
  needles.
  She died from a combination of drugs, poison, and air in her
  bloodstream. Aubrey was also sexually assaulted.



“

  
Luke
  Morrissey died when he was ten years old, when the defendant, Mr.
  Fredrick Richardson, fed him to wild dogs. Luke was sexually
  assaulted.



“

  
Christine
  Buckland died when she was five years old, when the defendant,
  Mr.
  Fredrick Richardson, fed her to wild rats. She was sexually
  assaulted
  vaginally and anally.



“

  
Carrie
  McCabe died when she was seven years old, when the defendant, Mr.
  Fredrick Richardson, drowned her in hot wax. Carrie was also
  sexually
  assaulted.



“

  
Karla
  Frankenstein died at five years old when the defendant, Mr.
  Fredrick
  Richardson, removed her arms, legs, and head. She was sexually
  assaulted.



“

  
Annie
  Valentine died when she was nine years old, when the defendant,
  Mr.
  Fredrick Richardson, skinned her alive and decapitated her. She
  had
  been sexually assaulted as well.



“

  
I
  would also like to remind the jury that all of the victims
  exhibited
  ‘the Reaper’s’ signature trademark of random puncture wounds
  throughout their bodies filled with seminal fluid, fluid that
  matched
  Mr. Fredrick Richardson’s DNA.



“

  
I
  want to remind the jury of what the defendant proudly said in
  court.
  He said, and I quote, ‘As a matter of fact, I did kill those
  children, Counselor. I killed all of them. And yes, I did delight
  in
  killing them. It was perhaps the best work of my life.’ This
  admission was not coerced, as the defense would like you to
  believe.
  This admittance occurred on the first day of the trial. 




“

  
The
  late Ms. Schlitz said, ‘This trial will not be about his guilt.
  That has already been established. This trial will focus on
  determining the most suitable punishment for his crimes.’ This is
  one hundred percent true. The defendant is guilty. We all know
  that’s
  a fact. It is not an assumption, a probability, or a possibility.
  It
  is a fact. You must decide on what punishment he will receive for
  his
  crimes.



“

  
The
  defense is going to argue laws, rules, regulations, and
  procedures in
  an attempt to confuse you. The defense wants you to believe there
  is
  a gray area with the law. They want to argue possibilities. I am
  here
  to tell you there are no gray areas. There are no possibilities.
  The
  law is black and white. Just like there is right and wrong. Evil
  and
  good. Up and down. There is guilt or innocence. There is no gray
  area.



“

  
I
  want to remind the jury of the defendant’s assault on Ms. Schlitz
  on the first day of this trial. I want to remind you that he
  continuously struck her in the head and torso in a rage of
  violence
  because she challenged him. This is a clear demonstration of the
  danger the defendant poses to society. 




“

  
I
  want to remind the jury of all the outbursts and vile comments
  the
  defendant made during this trial. These demonstrate his disregard
  for
  law and order. He is unable to follow societal rules, norms, and
  regulations. And to be frank, he doesn’t care.



“

  
I
  want to remind the jury of the first video presented as evidence.
  This video depicts the decapitated remains of little Annie
  Valentine
  in the trunk of the defendant’s car. I want to remind the jury of
  the racial tirade the defendant went on against a respectable and
  decorated officer, Detective Smith. I want to remind the jury of
  the
  assault on Detective Smith, which the defendant started, which
  ultimately led to his arrest. Detective Smith did not seek to
  arrest
  the defendant. No, the defendant got himself detained because of
  his
  actions due to his hatred of law enforcement.



“

  
I
  want to remind the jury of the eyewitness testimony of people
  like
  Mr. Adam Qwen, who videotaped the arrest and discovery of Annie
  Valentine’s body in the defendant’s car. I want to remind the
  jury of the expert testimony of Mr. Tripp Montgomery and Mr.
  Decan
  Melton, who testified to the video's authenticity and its
  identification of the defendant at the crime scene. I want to
  remind
  the jury of the expert testimony of Mr. Rollins, who personally
  collected the majority of the evidence in Mr. Richardson’s home,
  which led to the discovery of eighteen other victims. I want to
  remind the jury of the expert testimony of Mr. Gerald Burch, who
  medically described in detail what happened to each of Mr.
  Richardson’s nineteen victims.



“

  
I
  want to remind the jury of the first and original video of Mathew
  King’s murder, depicting the defendant, Mr. Fredrick Richardson,
  feeding young Mathew to a shark. The defense wants you to believe
  that this verified video is fake because a second, most likely
  bogus,
  video mysteriously appeared in court. This second video was a
  ploy to
  confuse the jury and cast doubt on the first video's veracity. Do
  not
  let it.



“

  
I
  want the jury to remember the statement the defendant made when
  evidence was presented in court. ‘Hey! Those are mine. Those are
  mine! Those are my trophies. You have no right to take them!’ Mr.
  Richardson was upset that his trophies, which consisted of rings,
  hair clips, a watch, a doll, an action figure, hair locks, teeth,
  a
  jar with some fingers, a jar with flesh, a jar with a pair of
  eyeballs, and a jar with a penis, had been taken from him.



“

  
I
  want to remind the jury that the defendant’s DNA covered all the
  evidence of the victim’s trophies. I also want to remind the jury
  that his DNA was discovered inside all of the victims. It was
  found
  in their stomachs, their vagina, and their anus, as well as the
  puncture wounds the defendant created so he could have sex with
  the
  open wound.



“

  
I
  want to remind the jury that it is not illegal for a police
  officer
  to have an adult beverage when they are off duty. I want to
  remind
  the jury that consuming three adult beverages over two hours
  would
  not exceed the legal limit for Detective Smith, meaning he was
  well
  within his legal rights to apprehend Mr. Richardson. I want to
  remind
  the jury that the defense intends to confuse you about whether
  Detective Smith was intoxicated. There is no evidence to prove
  Detective Smith was intoxicated.



“

  
I
  want to remind the jury that Detective Smith testified he
  informed
  the defendant of his Miranda rights. The video evidence suggests
  that
  Detective Smith attempted to read the Miranda rights on three
  separate occasions. The video partially supports Detective
  Smith’s
  testimony that he read the rights. His reputation, honor, and
  testimony are sufficient to believe he continued to read the
  Miranda
  rights, even though the video did not capture the latter part of
  the
  reading.



“

  
Please
  consider Detective Smith’s testimony, a decorated police officer,
  in contrast to the defendant’s. Whose testimony are you going to
  believe? This is a choice you must make.



“

  
I
  want to remind the jury that testimony from all the law
  enforcement
  agencies said there was no violation of jurisdiction on the night
  of
  Fredrick’s arrest. The one-foot technicality was unknown to
  everyone and posed no concern to any agency.



“

  
I
  want to remind the jury of the expert testimony of Mrs. Lorna
  Eddleston, who said that the defendant is a psychologically ill
  person. He is both a sociopath and a psychopath. He is a
  predator, a
  sadist, a rapist, a murderer, and the most dangerous man anyone
  in
  this courtroom has ever seen, met, or known of. A not guilty
  verdict
  will release him onto the very next street you may find yourself
  walking on. Do you want that?



“

  
I
  want to remind the jury of the defendant’s testimony. He admitted
  to not only killing the nineteen children he is accused of today
  but
  also to another fifty-seven other victims, all of whom have been
  verified and recovered thanks to his testimony. The defendant
  couldn’t possibly have known the whereabouts of these victims and
  how they died without being the person responsible for their
  demise. 




“

  
While
  the defendant is not on trial for those fifty-seven additional
  murders, he did admit under oath that he committed those murders.
  Why? Because he was afraid of dying. That’s right. This ultimate
  predator was so scared he was going to get the death penalty for
  everything he did that he confessed to all his crimes to save his
  skin. He even managed to produce some fake tears during his plea.
  Do
  not be deceived. The defendant is a master manipulator. He is
  cunning; he is vile and predatory. He would kill anyone in this
  courtroom given the opportunity.” 





  
Looking
  at the jury, Miss Ellison pointed at each jury member. “He would
  kill you. He would kill your wife. He would kill your husband. He
  would kill your son or daughter. He would kill your mother or
  father.
  He would kill your grandparents. He would kill your neighbors. He
  would kill anyone. He does not discriminate.



“

  
The
  defense wants you to believe that the late Ms. Schlitz, a very
  prominent and formidable state prosecutor, violated the
  defendant’s
  rights by speaking with him without his legal representation
  present.
  If Ms. Schlitz did go to prison, it was because she believed the
  defense attorney would be present. Again, the defendant
  manipulated
  her into believing the meeting was legitimate, when in fact it
  was a
  trap intended to make it appear that Ms. Schlitz had broken the
  law.
  Do not believe their lies.



“

  
Lastly,
  I want the jury to remember that the defendant did say during his
  testimony on October 2nd, 2026, under oath, that he killed
  seventy-six people and provided their names, dates, ages, and
  means
  of death to the court. Every one of those victims was
  corroborated,
  and all but one of their remains has been recovered. The only
  person
  who could have known this information is the person who is
  responsible for their deaths. That person is sitting right there.
  The
  defendant is Mr. Fredrick Edgar Allan Richardson. Let’s not
  forget
  the names of his victims. Starting with the very first
  one:




  
May
  21st, 1976: Natasha Watson




  
November
  16th, 1976: Damari Bush




  
March
  11th, 1977: Ava Rosas




  
July
  2nd, 1977: Vincenzo Giordano




  
October
  31st, 1978: Bruce Simmons




  
October
  31st, 1978: Daniela Lee




  
October
  31st, 1978: Morgan Estrada




  
October
  31st, 1978: Willow Simmons




  
April
  17th, 1979: Alexa Whitaker




  
December
  27th, 1979: Abigail Abbott




  
February
  29th, 1980: Cassandra Duran




  
January
  4th, 1981: Elliott Murphy




  
September
  1st, 1981: Kaliyah Preston




  
February
  23rd, 1982: Sophia Henson




  
May
  24th, 1983: Alice Rosas




  
November
  6th, 1983: Westley Bartlett




  
January
  29th, 1985: Remi West




  
November
  4th, 1987: Yahir Owen




  
December
  13th, 1988: Reagan Allison




  
August
  16th, 1989: Camilla Mays




  
June
  30th, 1989: Rosalyn Rodgers,




  
September
  25th, 1990: Harley Boone




  
January
  1st, 1991: Tobias Humphrey




  
March
  17th, 1991: Lana Sanders




  
May
  24th, 1992: Kathryn Duarte




  
July
  4th, 1993: Donald Ray




  
August
  31st, 1993: Valerie Hicks




  
September
  19th, 1994: Kenneth Syvertsen




  
September
  19th, 1994: Addyson Frye




  
February
  14th, 1996: Autumn Warner




  
April
  27th, 1997: Diana Lang




  
January
  22nd, 1999: Vera Leonard




  
August
  9th, 2001: Ana West




  
March
  1st, 2002: Curtis Ortiz




  
June
  15th, 2004: Kelly Foster




  
February
  16th, 2006: Carmelo Rodriguez




  
May
  18th, 2007: Jack Gutierrez




  
October
  13th, 2007: Laylani Meyer




  
October
  13th, 2008: Willie Newton




  
April
  15th, 2009, Angela Monroe




  
June
  19th, 2010: Aileen Barnett




  
September
  23rd, 2011: Elisha Bartlett




  
March
  14th, 2012: Winnie Foster




  
October
  19th, 2012: Nathaniel Day




  
April
  21st, 2013: Greta English




  
December
  31st, 2013: Meadow Floyd




  
February
  24th, 2014: Blaire Aguilar




  
May
  2nd, 2014: Ellen Acosta




  
January
  12th, 2014: Owen Tanner




  
July
  28th, 2015: Lucille Hurley




  
December
  25th, 2017: Kenna Walsh




  
January
  4th, 2018: Brylee Wilkerson




  
January
  11th, 2018: Sierra Leach




  
January
  13th, 2019: Belle Hayes




  
April
  14th, 2020: Reginald Brennan




  
May
  21st, 2021: Ansel Keller




  
June
  3rd, 2021: Rosemary Perry




  
July
  18th, 2021: Kimberly Bennett




  
August
  22nd, 2021: David Spencer




  
September
  1st, 2021: Brenda Gibson




  
November
  11th, 2021: Stephanie Cooper




  
March
  17th, 2022: Svetlana Spassky




  
April
  22nd, 2022: Carla Dunn




  
June
  3rd, 2022: Leo Rodriguez




  
August
  16th, 2022: Amanda Jordan




  
October
  30th, 2022: Kevin Morris




  
April
  14th, 2023: William Henderson




  
October
  4th, 2023: Charlotte Sanchez




  
February
  13, 2024: Mathew King




  
June
  13, 2024: Suzy Lopez




  
September
  28, 2024: Aubrey Carroll




  
March
  17, 2025: Luke Morrissey




  
July
  17, 2025: Christine Buckland




  
December
  12, 2025: Carrie McCabe




  
January
  31, 2026: Karla Frankenstein




  
May
  21, 2026: Annie Valentine



“

  
Ladies
  and gentlemen of the jury. There is no doubt whatsoever of the
  defendant’s guilt. He is guilty. You must decide his fate by
  using
  the facts, evidence, and testimony you heard during this trial.
  You
  must decide whether this man should be allowed to walk free or be
  locked up for the safety of society. The burden falls on
  you.”




  
Miss
  Ellison addressed Judge Galloway. “Your Honor, the State would
  like
  to reserve time for a rebuttal.”




  
Brian
  rose to address the assembly. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury,
  on
  the initial day of this trial, I emphasized that the proceedings
  would not center on the defendant’s guilt or innocence. I
  articulated that our laws, rules, regulations, and procedures
  would
  serve as the determining factors. Each of these elements is
  indispensable. I highlighted their significance in safeguarding
  citizens from governmental overreach, preventing corrupt
  officials
  from imposing illicit policies upon the populace, and ensuring
  that
  the system does not unjustly accuse otherwise innocent
  individuals of
  crimes perpetrated by the state. 




“

  
I
  emphasized the importance of adhering to the precise definition
  of
  the law and understanding how the government can, and at times
  does,
  contravene the very legislation that governs our esteemed nation.
  An
  illustration of this was provided by the late Ms. Schlitz when
  she
  unlawfully asserted, ‘There is nothing to prove here. The
  evidence
  and testimony given by the defendant are proof that the defendant
  is
  guilty of murder. Any procedure beyond this point wastes court
  resources and taxpayers’ dollars.’ 




“

  
This
  assertion and perspective are in complete violation of the
  Constitution. As a reminder, Judge Galloway previously addressed
  the
  court on this issue, stating, ‘We cannot simply skip a trial and
  ignore due process because we already believe someone is guilty.
  We
  must ensure the justice system’s integrity is not violated. Ms.
  Schlitz’s comments were unprofessional and misleading. Mr. Ross
  is
  correct in saying that procedures must be followed. We will
  precisely
  do that. We will follow the justice system’s rules and conduct
  our
  due diligence to ensure that due process is observed.’ 




“

  
Esteemed
  members of the jury, considerable discourse has centered around
  the
  minutiae of this case. Where was the defendant apprehended? Was
  it
  this location or another? A mere difference of a few inches, or
  at
  most a foot, separates these locations. Is this distinction of
  any
  significance? I assert to you, indeed it is. Adherence to the law
  is
  of paramount importance. When governments cease to adhere to the
  letter of the law and instead choose to act at their discretion,
  disregarding legal statutes, disorder shall ensue. Your rights
  will
  be undermined, and it will not be long before you find yourself
  residing in a dictatorship or a communist state. 




“

  
The
  very essence of the law serves to maintain the State’s integrity
  and safeguard the populace against governmental overreach. We
  must
  never relinquish the letter of the law solely as a desire to
  punish
  an individual. We must uphold the law at all times. This
  situation
  resembles Pandora’s box. Should one choose to disregard the law
  even slightly, it opens the door to chaos within the judicial
  system.



“

  
On
  the first day of this trial, I said, and I quote, ‘Our courts . .
  .
  our laws . . . the justice system . . .
  are not established or based on guilt or innocence. They operate
  solely on what can be proven or disproven in a court of law.’ I
  stand by that statement. What can be proven? That is the only
  thing
  that matters in court. It is not what you think, believe, or
  feel.
  What did the prosecution prove?



“

  
Initially,
  the video depicting the defendant’s arrest became widely
  circulated
  online and was subsequently broadcast on television and discussed
  on
  the radio. It would have been nearly impossible for any
  individual to
  remain unaware of the video before the commencement of this
  trial. I
  would contend that each one of you either viewed the video or, at
  the
  very least, had heard of it before your selection as jurors.
  Consequently, you likely approached the trial with a preconceived
  notion of the defendant’s guilt before any testimony was
  presented
  or evidence was introduced. 




“

  
Furthermore,
  I would argue that everyone present in this courtroom had already
  formed an opinion regarding the defendant’s guilt before the
  trial
  began. Why is this important? A tainted jury violates the
  defendant’s
  rights. Those rights are also your rights—the right to a fair and
  unbiased trial.



“

  
Regarding
  the video documentation of the defendant’s arrest, the footage
  depicted a confrontation between the defendant and Detective
  Smith. I
  do not seek to defend Mr. Richardson, as he instigated the
  confrontation and warranted detention for the assault. However,
  following that incident, there were continual violations of the
  law.
  The State endeavors to suggest that the regulations were merely
  adjusted rather than contravened or, if breached, were of such
  minor
  significance that law enforcement agencies did not perceive them
  as a
  matter of contention. The reality is that a breach of law
  constitutes
  a violation. There is no ambiguity in this matter. The government
  is
  prohibited, under any circumstances, from contravening the law.
  Engaging in such actions compromises the integrity of the
  Constitution.



“

  
The
  video documenting Mr. Richardson’s arrest serves as evidence of
  multiple infractions committed by the State. Firstly, it is
  evident
  that Mr. Richardson’s Miranda rights were not fully articulated.
  The video transcripts substantiate this fact. The State suggests
  that
  the remaining Miranda rights were communicated upon the
  conclusion of
  the video. However, it lacks credible evidence to support such
  assertions. This is a deceptive tactic by the State designed to
  persuade you to align with their position.



“

  
Second,
  Detective Smith conducted a search of Mr. Richardson’s person for
  his car keys and subsequently proceeded to perform an unlawful
  search
  of his vehicle. During this process, he discovered the body of
  Annie
  Valentine. Detective Smith testified that the pooling of blood
  beneath Mr. Richardson’s car constituted sufficient probable
  cause
  for initiating a search. However, expert testimony from Judge
  Jones
  contradicted this assertion, indicating that while the presence
  of
  pooled blood was certainly concerning, it was insufficient to
  justify
  a search. Consequently, any evidence obtained from that point
  onward
  would be regarded as poisoned fruit and could not be admissible
  in a
  court of law.



“

  
Thirdly,
  the specific site of Mr. Richardson’s arrest was positioned
  outside
  the jurisdiction of the Tampa Police Department and Hillsborough
  County. The exact location of his arrest was twelve inches into
  Pasco
  County. Given that the location of the crime and the murder
  remains
  unidentified, jurisdiction defaults either to the area of the
  body or
  the site of the suspect’s arrest. In this instance, both events
  transpired in Pasco County rather than Hillsborough County. At
  this
  juncture, it has come to our attention that, despite the
  unfortunate
  circumstances, this court is currently adjudicating a case
  involving
  a suspect outside its designated jurisdiction. Regardless of the
  trial’s outcome, the verdict is highly likely to be overturned on
  appeal, necessitating a new trial in Pasco County.



“

  
Fourthly,
  we need to consider whether the five-hundred-dollar offer could
  be
  seen as a bribe. Was it a criminal act to stop the defendant from
  calling 911? The video clearly shows Detective Smith offering
  five
  hundred dollars to settle the dispute while also preventing the
  defendant from dialing 911. Both of these actions are concerning,
  as
  they violate the defendant’s rights. Although these actions don’t
  directly affect the defendant’s guilt, they raise questions about
  the reliability and credibility of Detective Smith’s
  testimony.



“

  
Testimonies
  from various witnesses indicated that they detected a pronounced
  odor
  of alcohol on Detective Smith several hours after he had ceased
  consumption. Expert testimony suggested that the intake of eight
  or
  nine alcoholic beverages would be sufficient to explain such a
  robust
  scent. Alternatively, one might consider the possibility of
  deliberately applying alcohol to oneself, an action Detective
  Smith
  attested he did not partake in. Which scenario do you find more
  plausible? Consumption to the point of intoxication or immersion
  in
  alcohol?



“

  
The
  videos of Mathew King present a truly intricate puzzle, just like
  many aspects of this case. It’s puzzling to think how two videos
  can show two different individuals as the killers of the same
  child.
  How is it possible that forensic evidence confirms both are
  original
  and unedited? Understanding which video is genuine and which one
  is
  not is a challenge. If we can create a narrative in which Ms.
  Schlitz
  appears to have fed Mathew King to the shark, one might wonder
  whether the same thing happened to Mr. Richardson.



“

  
The
  State seeks to persuade you that the prosecution, Ms. Schlitz,
  did
  not infringe upon the defendant’s rights by engaging in
  conversation with him in the absence of his legal representation.
  Although the true intent of Ms. Schlitz’s presence in the prison
  that day may remain unknown, one fact is inevitable: she was
  alone
  with the defendant, his legal counsel was not present, and a plea
  offer was extended. These are indisputable facts. 




“

  
Consequently,
  these actions constitute a violation of the defendant’s Fifth
  Amendment rights, the same rights that are granted to each of
  you.
  Whether this incident arose from a misunderstanding or was
  intentional remains unclear. Nevertheless, her interaction with
  Mr.
  Richardson exemplifies a breach of a citizen’s rights by the
  State,
  an occurrence that warrants serious attention. We mustn’t support
  actions that might set a precedent, making this kind of behavior
  seem
  acceptable, as that would compromise the integrity of our entire
  judicial system. 




“

  
Due
  to this unconstitutional assembly, the defendant confessed to
  crimes
  that the court was previously unaware of. He did this in hopes of
  avoiding the death penalty, as he felt he had no other options
  and
  didn’t believe he could get a fair trial. Unfortunately, that
  whole
  confession is permanently inadmissible.



“

  
Finally,
  Judge Jones kindly pointed out that any evidence or testimony
  would
  indeed be inadmissible because Mr. Richardson hadn’t read his
  Miranda rights, and this led to an illegal search. From that
  point
  on, all facts, evidence, and witness testimony cannot be accepted
  in
  a court of law, as they are considered the fruit of the poisonous
  tree. So, what does this mean for you? 




“

  
Ladies
  and gentlemen of the jury, regardless of your feelings about the
  defendant’s guilt, the only information you can take with you
  into
  the deliberation room includes the defendant’s name, address,
  date
  of birth, occupation, vehicle registration, gun registration,
  voter
  registration, marriage license, divorce records, financial
  records,
  criminal records, credit score, debt, known associations, and
  family
  members. Nothing else may be considered!



“

  
Ladies
  and gentlemen of the jury, I will leave you with this. This court
  is
  not concerned with guilt or innocence but with proof, and the
  burden
  lies with the State. Guilt or innocence does not matter.”




  
Miss
  Ellison stood up. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, what
  important
  points did you not hear from the defense? They never once
  mentioned
  that their client was innocent. You didn’t hear them express how
  sorry they were for the seventy-six victims. You didn’t listen to
  them talk about how the defendant feels ashamed and mortified
  about
  his actions. Instead, all you encountered was a lot of
  complicated
  legal jargon that seemed designed to confuse you about whether
  you
  could convict the defendant. 




“

  
This
  man is guilty. I believe it, the defense knows it, the defendant
  knows it, and deep down, you know it too. Please don’t let this
  man
  go free due to a misinterpretation by the defense. The laws are
  clear. If you take someone’s life, let alone seventy-six lives,
  you
  will face the consequences. Is it that straightforward? Is the
  defendant guilty of breaking the law? Yes. What should his
  punishment
  be? That’s for you to decide. The State rests, Your
  Honor.”



“

  
The
  court is in recess and will resume at 7:00 a.m., Friday, October
  16th, 2026,” Judge Galloway said. “Bailiffs, please secure the
  defendant.”
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“

  
Good
  morning, everybody,” Judge Galloway said. “Today is Friday,
  October 16th, 2026. The time is 7:09 a.m. We will now resume the
  trial of the State of Florida versus Fredrick Edgar Allan
  Richardson.” Addressing the jury, she said, “I’m here to guide
  you with some important instructions. Members of the jury, I
  genuinely appreciate your dedicated attention throughout this
  trial.
  Please listen closely as I share these instructions.



“

  
Fredrick
  Edgar Allan Richardson is facing serious allegations as the
  defendant
  in this case. He has been accused of nineteen counts of
  aggravated
  first-degree premeditated murder, along with various other
  charges,
  including assault, battery, kidnapping, false imprisonment,
  weapons
  offenses, sex offenses, arson, theft, child abuse, perjury,
  obstruction of justice, obscenity, and drug abuse. Each of these
  charges is substantial, and the law must be strictly adhered
  to.



“

  
You
  have the critical task of deciding which evidence you find
  reliable.
  Trust your instincts to identify the best evidence and determine
  which pieces might not be trustworthy when considering your
  verdict.
  It’s natural to come across evidence that seems less reliable
  than
  others. Think about how the witnesses presented themselves, as
  well
  as the content of their statements. 




“

  
Some
  questions to keep in mind are: Did the witness appear to have the
  chance to see and understand what they were testifying about? Did
  they seem to remember things accurately? Were they honest and
  straightforward when responding to the attorneys’ questions? Did
  the witness have any interest in the outcome of the case? How
  does
  their testimony align with the other testimonies and evidence
  provided? Has the witness received any incentives, like money or
  special treatment, to testify? Was there any pressure or threats
  that
  might have influenced the truth of what they said? Have they ever
  made a statement that contradicts what they said in court? Has
  the
  witness been convicted of a crime related to dishonesty or false
  statements? What is the witness’s reputation regarding
  truthfulness? 




“

  
It’s
  essential to remember that whether the State has met its burden
  of
  proof isn’t determined by the quantity of witnesses or exhibits
  but
  rather by the quality and nature of the evidence presented. Just
  because a witness works in law enforcement doesn’t mean their
  testimony deserves more or less weight than that of any other
  witness. Expert witnesses are similar to other witnesses, except
  that
  they can offer opinions. 




“

  
However,
  you should find an expert’s opinion reliable only when it
  involves
  a subject where you believe they are genuinely an expert. As with
  any
  witness, you can choose to accept or doubt all or part of an
  expert’s
  testimony. 




“

  
In
  this case, the defendant has also acted as a witness. You should
  treat their testimony with the same consideration you give to
  others.
  It’s perfectly acceptable for a lawyer to discuss with a witness
  what they would say if they were called to testify. Engaging in
  such
  discussions shouldn’t undermine the witness’s credibility.
  




“

  
Ultimately,
  trust your judgment about a witness’s credibility. As a juror,
  you
  have the discretion to believe or disbelieve all or any part of
  the
  evidence or a witness’s testimony. A statement allegedly made by
  the defendant outside of court has been introduced into evidence.
  It’s important to consider such a statement carefully and ensure
  it
  was made freely and voluntarily. If you find that the defendant
  did
  make this statement, you’ll need to assess whether it was made
  under pressure or incentivized in some way. If you determine that
  the
  defendant’s out-of-court statement was not made freely or
  voluntarily, you should set it aside in your
  considerations.



“

  
Here
  are some essential guidelines to keep in mind while you engage in
  your discussion. It’s imperative to follow these rules to reach a
  fair verdict: you need to adhere to the law as explained in these
  instructions. If the law isn’t followed, it could lead to an
  unjust
  verdict. There’s truly no reason not to follow the law in this
  case. We are all counting on you to make a thoughtful and legal
  decision. The outcome of this case should only be based on the
  evidence you’ve heard from the witnesses’ testimony and what
  you’ve seen in the exhibits, along with these instructions. Your
  decision should not be swayed by sympathy or anger toward anyone
  involved. 




“

  
Keep
  in mind that the lawyers are not on trial here. Your feelings
  about
  them shouldn’t affect your decision. Your responsibility is to
  decide whether the defendant has been proven guilty or not guilty
  based on the law. Each count of aggravated first-degree
  premeditated
  murder is a separate charge, and even though they are being tried
  together, you must evaluate each crime and the corresponding
  evidence
  independently, returning a separate verdict for each one. A
  guilty or
  not guilty verdict for one crime should not influence your
  verdict
  for the others.



“

  
There
  are two ways that someone may commit first-degree murder. One way
  is
  called first-degree premeditated murder, and the other is
  referred to
  as first-degree felony murder. To establish the crime of
  first-degree
  premeditated murder, the State must demonstrate the following
  three
  elements beyond a reasonable doubt:



“

  
(Victim)
  is dead.



“

  
The
  criminal act of Fredrick Edgar Allan Richardson caused the
  death.



“

  
There
  was a premeditated killing of the victim.



“

  
An
  ‘act’ refers to a collection of connected actions carried out by
  a single design or purpose. ‘Killing with premeditation’ means
  taking a life after having consciously decided to do so. This
  decision must exist in the mind at the moment of the killing. The
  law
  does not specify how much time must elapse between forming the
  intent
  to kill and the actual act of killing. However, the interval
  should
  be sufficient to allow the defendant to reflect. The premeditated
  intent to kill must be established before the act itself. 




“

  
The
  determination of premeditation is a factual question for you to
  decide based on the evidence. Your understanding of premeditation
  can
  be established through the circumstances surrounding the killing
  and
  the actions of the accused, as long as these convince you beyond
  a
  reasonable doubt. 




“

  
Your
  verdict must be unanimous. Every juror needs to agree on the same
  outcome. Remember, your decision should be based on the evidence
  and
  the laws outlined in these instructions, and should be free from
  any
  feelings of prejudice, bias, or sympathy. The responsibility to
  decide the verdict lies solely with you, and I respect that
  completely. 




“

  
Please
  ignore any previous comments or actions of mine that may have
  suggested a preference for one outcome over another. You can find
  the
  defendant guilty as charged, guilty of lesser included offenses
  if
  the evidence supports that, or not guilty. If you reach a guilty
  verdict, it should reflect the highest offense on the verdict
  form
  that has been proven beyond a reasonable doubt. Conversely, if
  the
  evidence does not convincingly establish any offense beyond a
  reasonable doubt, your verdict must be not guilty. 




“

  
Your
  verdict must be unanimous, meaning all of you must agree on the
  same
  result. Remember, only one verdict can be returned for each crime
  charged. Your verdict must be in writing, and the necessary forms
  have been prepared to facilitate your process. If you find the
  defendant guilty of first-degree murder, you don’t need to agree
  that the State proved both first-degree premeditated murder and
  first-degree felony murder. Instead, it’s sufficient that you
  collectively agree that the State proved either one of those
  charges.



“

  
We,
  the jury, find as follows as to count one of the charge: the
  defendant is guilty or not guilty.



“

  
We,
  the jury, find as follows as to count two of the charge: the
  defendant is guilty or not guilty.



“

  
The
  defendant is guilty or not guilty of lesser included offenses:
  aggravated mayhem, sexual battery, statutory rape, sodomy,
  aggravated
  assault, aggravated battery, child abuse, kidnapping, false
  imprisonment, assault with a weapon, arson, theft, perjury,
  obstruction of justice, obscenity, drug abuse, and
  contraband.



“

  
Should
  you report that you are deadlocked, I will provide supplemental
  instructions to encourage you to reexamine your views and attempt
  to
  reach a unanimous verdict. If the jury remains deadlocked after
  my
  instructions, a mistrial will be declared, and the case must be
  retried.



“

  
Ladies
  and gentlemen of the jury, the bailiffs will now escort you to
  the
  deliberation room, where you will collectively agree on the guilt
  of
  the defendant, Mr. Fredrick Edgar Allan Richardson.”



“

  
What
  will you do if you’re found not guilty?” Brian asked
  Fredrick.



“

  
Did
  you mean ‘when,’ Counselor?”



“

  
I
  suppose anything is possible,” Brian said. “If you’re found
  guilty, we will appeal.”



“

  
If
  found not guilty, how we leave courthouse with press and
  protestors?”
  Ivan asked.



“

  
That
  certainly presents a challenge,” Brian said. “Fredrick, are you
  considering making any statements to the press?”



“

  
I
  haven’t thought about it much,” Fredrick said. “I will decide
  once we are outside. I hope I look good for my fans.”



“

  
We’ll
  take it as it comes,” Brian said. “I need to step out and call
  Carolyn. I’ll be right back.”




  
He
  left the courtroom to call Carolyn. “Hey, honey, how are you
  feeling?”



“

  
I’m
  feeling anxious about the trial,” Carolyn said. “I also don’t
  feel well today. I think the baby is on the way.”



“

  
Do
  you mean like right now?” Brian asked.



“

  
Not
  this instant, but soon. It could be today or tomorrow. I sense
  it’ll
  happen in the next day or two.”



“

  
Let
  me know if you need anything,” Brian said. “I’ll make it
  happen. As soon as the verdict comes in, I’ll rush home.”



 






 






 






  

    
Meanwhile,
in the deliberation room, the jury foreperson said, “Well, here we
are. We were presented with a wealth of evidence, including
eyewitness and expert testimony, as well as statements from the
defendant. I can’t speak for everyone here, but I am pretty
disturbed by this trial. I propose we conduct an anonymous survey
with two questions. First, do you think the defendant is guilty of
the crimes for which they are accused? Second, did the state prove
beyond a reasonable doubt that the defendant was guilty of the
crimes
he was charged with?”
  




  
She
  then took an anonymous paper ballot on who thought Mr. Richardson
  was
  guilty. As the documents were gathered, she carefully reviewed
  the
  responses. All thirteen jurors voted unanimously. Next, she asked
  for
  an anonymous vote on whether the prosecution proved beyond a
  reasonable doubt that Fredrick was guilty of killing all nineteen
  children. Once again, as the documents were gathered, she
  reviewed
  the responses, and all thirteen jurors voted unanimously. 





  
The
  foreperson then asked, “Does anyone have any questions?” None of
  the jurors had any questions. The foreperson contacted the
  bailiff
  and shared that they had reached a verdict.




  
Carolyn
  continued her chat with Brian. “You don’t have to worry.
  Everything is fine. Finish what you’re doing, and then come home.
  We are about to be parents!”



“

  
I
  can’t wait to meet our little girl,” Brian said. “I love you so
  much, Carolyn. You bring me so much happiness; I can hardly
  express
  how much you mean to me.” He noticed the press rushing back into
  the courtroom. “Honey, something’s happening. I need to return to
  the courtroom.”



“

  
How
  long has the jury been out?” Carolyn asked.



“

  
Less
  than ten minutes,” Brian answered.



“

  
That
  was fast,” Carolyn remarked.



“

  
Yeah,
  that can’t be good news. I guess we’ll find out soon. I have to
  go now, love. I’ll call you later,” Brian said as he ran back
  into the courtroom, taking his seat beside Fredrick and
  Ivan.



“

  
Swift
  decision by jury,” Ivan commented.



“

  
Too
  swift. In every case I’ve seen with such a quick verdict, the
  result has always been guilty,” Brian replied.




  
Fredrick
  smiled. “Where is your faith, Counselor?”



“

  
It
  is not God who will set you free, Fredrick,” Brian said. “I am
  sure of that.”



“

  
I
  meant faith in your abilities,” Fredrick said. “A little faith in
  your fellow man would not hurt either.”



“

  
I
  never doubt my abilities. As for humanity? I think I’ve lost
  that.”




  
Brian,
  Ivan, Fredrick, and Miss Ellison all watched as the jury was
  brought
  back into the courtroom and filled the jury box. Shortly after
  the
  jury returned, Judge Galloway entered the courtroom. 




“

  
This
  court, with the Honorable Judge Renée Galloway presiding, is now
  in
  session. Please be seated and come to order,” a bailiff
  yelled.




  
The
  courtroom was filled with anticipation, an eerie silence hanging
  in
  the air as everyone awaited Judge Galloway’s words. After getting
  settled, she warmly announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, this court
  is
  now in session. I want to thank the prosecution, the defense, the
  witnesses, and the jury for their dedication and efforts
  throughout
  this trial. I also extend my gratitude to the law enforcement
  professionals who worked tirelessly on this case and to the court
  staff. This trial has been challenging and painful for all of us.
  I
  want to express my deepest condolences to the friends and
  families of
  the victims. I kindly ask that everyone remain seated and calm
  when
  the verdict is announced. Has the jury been able to reach a
  verdict
  on the counts?”




  
The
  foreperson stood. “Yes, your Honor.” 





  
Judge
  Galloway smiled gently. “Very well, if you would please hand the
  verdict to the bailiff.” 





  
The
  bailiff carefully secured the jury’s verdict and promptly brought
  it to the judge. 





  
Taking
  a moment, Judge Galloway read the document silently, ensuring she
  understood the verdict. With a reassuring tone, she said, “Mr.
  Richardson, please rise and join your attorneys at the podium.”
  Once Fredrick and his attorneys stood before the judge, she
  continued, “Mr. Fredrick Edgar Allan Richardson, you are charged
  with nineteen counts of aggravated first-degree premeditated
  murder.
  The jury has reached a verdict. Would the jury’s foreperson
  please
  stand and read the verdict?”




  
The
  jury foreperson stood up. “We, the jury, find as follows as to
  count one of the charge aggravated first-degree premeditated
  murder
  of Kimberly Bennett: the defendant is not guilty.” 





  
A
  wave of emotion swept through the gallery, with family members
  and
  friends erupting into screams and tears. Many immediate family
  members fell to their knees, overwhelmed with grief. The press
  captured every moment of the unfolding scene with countless
  photos
  and videos. 





  
Officers
  swiftly moved throughout the courtroom to help manage the
  turbulence.
  Different family members rushed toward Fredrick, only to be
  forcefully intercepted by the officers. 





  
Miss
  Ellison sank into her chair and cried deeply. 





  
Judge
  Galloway observed as Ivan and Fredrick celebrated with
  uncontrollable
  joy. 





  
Meanwhile,
  Brian felt a heavy weight as he sat down, pondering how he would
  explain the verdict to Carolyn. 





  
The
  jury foreman continued to read through the remaining eighteen
  counts
  of murder, with each finding not guilty. Fredrick also received a
  not
  guilty verdict on all the lesser counts. 





  
With
  calm authority, Judge Galloway announced, “Bailiffs, please
  remove
  Mr. Richardson’s restraints. Mr. Richardson, you are free to go.
  I
  hope our paths never cross again. Thank you, jury, for your
  service
  today. The court is adjourned.”




  
As
  Brian, Ivan, and Fredrick stepped out of the courthouse, they
  were
  met with a flurry of trash, rocks, and debris aimed at Fredrick
  and
  Brian. In response, dozens of police officers quickly intervened,
  detaining and arresting several citizens who were protesting
  Fredrick’s release. Meanwhile, hundreds of reporters gathered
  outside the courthouse, eagerly waiting for answers to their
  questions.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Simone Bedford from the Associated Press. How did you
  manage to
  get Mr. Richardson acquitted despite the overwhelming evidence of
  his
  guilt?”



“

  
I’ve
  said since the first day of this trial that it would not be about
  guilt or innocence,” Brian said. “This trial was about the law.
  And today, the law won.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Andrew Dickson, CNN. In your opinion, was justice delivered
  for
  the victims?”



“

  
I
  believe we reside in the greatest country in the world and have
  one
  of the finest legal systems globally,” Brian said. “The laws that
  liberated Mr. Richardson are the laws that apply to all members
  of
  society. These laws protect you from tyranny. While many may not
  agree with the verdict, this trial centered on our laws rather
  than
  on Mr. Richardson’s guilt or innocence.”



“

  
Mr.
  Richardson, Kelly Simmons from Bay News 9. Are you concerned
  about a
  potential new trial for the others you are accused of
  killing?”



“

  
It
  is my understanding that all the evidence found in this trial
  aligns
  with the fruit of the poisonous tree and, thus, cannot be
  utilized as
  evidence in any other trials,” Fredrick said. “In summary, no.
  I’m not concerned about another trial.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Weng Bo, 
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.
  Do you fear how public opinion regarding you and your family may
  shift following this verdict?”



“

  
I
  am not concerned, no,” Brian said.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Akhmed Al bin Al Abboud, Al Jazeera News. What message
  would
  you like to convey to the family members of the individual whom
  Mr.
  Richardson will have murdered next?”




  
Brian
  ignored the question.



“

  
Fredrick,
  Andrew McClarkey, BBC. Given that none of the evidence can be
  utilized against you, do you find yourself not guilty of
  committing
  these crimes?”



“

  
I
  am no more guilty of my sins than you are of yours,” Fredrick
  said.



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Rachel McMichaels from CBS News. What will happen next, Mr.
  Ross? Will you remain with the public defender’s office or
  transition to defending more high-profile clients?”



“

  
I
  haven’t considered that,” Brian said. “I’ll consult with the
  public defender and check if I’m still employed there.”



“

  
Fredrick,
  Jennifer Carroll, NBC News. What’s the first thing you’ll do now
  that you’re free?”




  
Fredrick
  smiled, looking directly into the camera. “I have some unfinished
  work to do.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, this is Daria Pawlowski from Q105 Radio News. Is there
  anything
  else you would like to add regarding the verdict?”



“

  
I
  know many are upset with the outcome of this trial,” Brian said
  calmly. “Please understand that the law was upheld and strictly
  observed. I urge everyone to respect the verdict of this case.
  This
  is a legal victory for the law and the people of the United
  States,
  whether they comprehend it or not. I urge law enforcement and the
  public to let Fredrick be, and that no information related to the
  case be used against him under any circumstances.”




  
Fredrick
  made a statement. “I want to thank Brian Ross and Ivan Smirnov
  for
  their outstanding understanding of the law. Without them, I would
  be
  facing the death sentence right now. I want to thank Judge
  Galloway
  for putting up with all my antics in court. I am a difficult man
  to
  get along with, and I do believe I should go to counseling. I may
  pay
  a visit to Mrs. Lorna Eddleston about that. But right now, I need
  a
  burger. A big fat juicy burger, with fries and a chocolate
  shake.”
  Then Fredrick started dancing and singing his version of Lynyrd
  Skynyrd’s “Free Bird.”




  
Miss
  Ellison walked up to Brian and whispered in his ear. 





  
Brian
  smiled and whispered something back. 




“

  
No
  hard feelings, Miss Ellison,” Fredrick said.



“

  
Don’t
  worry, Mr. Richardson, the entire world knows who you are now,”
  Miss Ellison said. “It is only a matter of time before you and I
  meet again.”



“

  
I
  can make that sooner if you like, Miss Ellison,” Fredrick said
  angrily.



“

  
Enjoy
  your freedom, Mr. Richardson, while it lasts,” Miss Ellison
  said.



“

  
The
  system isn’t flawless, and today, justice wasn’t achieved for the
  victims,” Miss Ellison said. “Mr. Ross is right in stating that
  the law was upheld. It truly was. We possess the finest laws
  globally. Unfortunately, there are times when they don’t work in
  our favor. Tomorrow brings a new opportunity, and I
  wholeheartedly
  believe we will encounter Mr. Richardson once more. We’ll be
  waiting until then.”




  
Chadwick
  called Brian on his phone, and suspecting he was about to be
  fired,
  Brian put the phone on speaker. The press recorded the
  conversation.
  Chadwick berated him. “All you had to do was make sure his rights
  were observed, and you somehow got the worst serial killer in
  history
  off on a technicality. What the fuck were you thinking?”



“

  
Observing
  and protecting his rights is exactly how Mr. Richardson was found
  not
  guilty,” Brian said. “I did my job, just like you asked.”



“

  
I
  did not tell you to get him found not guilty!” Chadwick
  said.



“

  
The
  law is the law,” Brian said. “I only obeyed and followed the laws
  as they are written.”



“

  
This
  is a publicity nightmare,” Chadwick yelled. “The mayor is pissed,
  and so is the governor. For someone so smart, you are a fucking
  idiot. You are fired, Mr. Ross!”




  
Brian
  hung up the phone. “Mrs. McMichaels, you have your
  answer!”



“

  
You
  are a free agent, Mr. Ross,” Fredrick said. “I may have some
  friends who could use your expertise.”




  
City
  Mayor Lewis B. Conrad stormed into the crowd, furious, and
  confronted
  Brian and Fredrick. He jabbed his finger into Fredrick’s chest
  while shouting, “You murdered all those children, you sick son of
  a
  bitch!” 





  
Fredrick
  grew increasingly angry, prompting Brian and Ivan to restrain
  him.
  His eyes were wide with rage. 





  
Mayor
  Conrad continued speaking. “I will have a police officer
  monitoring
  everything you do, Mr. Richardson. If you take a piss, we will be
  watching. If you go to the store, we will be watching. You type
  something on your phone or computer, we will be watching. You
  will
  never move freely in this city again. As for you, Mr. Ross, I
  will do
  my best to ensure you never practice law in my city again. You
  are
  through, mister! You hear me? You are fucking through!” 





  
Several
  police officers had to restrain the mayor and separate him from
  Fredrick and Brian.



“

  
I
  think it is time to get out of here,” Brian said to Ivan and
  Fredrick. “I am heading to the police station to retrieve your
  belongings, Fredrick. Since I no longer have an office, where
  would
  you like me to bring them?”



“

  
Bring
  them to my house,” Fredrick said.




  
Brian
  went to the police station to pick up the remainder of Fredrick’s
  belongings. Every officer Brian encountered stared at him. As he
  walked through the police station, everyone stopped and stared.
  Brian
  did his best to avoid making eye contact with them. Brian thought
  of
  the verse Psalm 23:4:




  

    
Yea,
    though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,
  




  

    
I
    will fear no evil.
  




  

    
For
    You are with me.
  




  

    
Your
    rod and Your staff comfort me.
  




  
Only
  Brian knew, in this instance, he was the wicked walking amongst
  the
  just. 





  
Detective
  Smith confronted Brian. “Well, Brian, you did it. You got a
  homicidal maniac freed and released back into our city. I hope
  you
  are proud of yourself!” 





  
Brian
  did not reply. 




“

  
After
  everything I have done for you, you throw me under the bus like
  this,” Detective Smith said. “You used a simple misunderstanding,
  a technicality, to get a mass murderer free. How could you? Are
  you
  going to say anything? Huh? Say something!”



“

  
I
  was simply doing my job,” Brian said. “I didn’t do anything
  illegal. Everything I did was within the law. You can make all
  the
  accusations you want, but the fact is, I’m not responsible for
  Mr.
  Richardson’s release into society. I’m not the one who made the
  mistakes.” All of the officers started yelling and cursing at
  Brian
  when Detective Smith struck Brian in the face, and the two men
  proceeded to fight. Several officers interceded and separated
  them.




  
Chief
  Mongoose came into the room. “Detective Smith, to my office now!
  Mr. Ross, what are you doing here?”



“

  
I
  am here to gather Mr. Richardson’s things.



“

  
Go
  to the lobby,” Chief Mongoose said. “I will have an officer bring
  you his belongings.”




  
Brian
  went to the lobby and waited. While waiting, he called Carolyn.
  “Hey,
  honey, how are you feeling? Is everything still okay?”




  
Carolyn
  answered the phone in tears. “Please tell me you didn’t get him
  found not guilty.”



“

  
I
  did not,” Brian said. “That was the jury’s decision. All I did
  was explain the law to them. Nothing more.”



“

  
But
  Brian, that man is a monster! Now he’s loose in our city. He’s
  going to hurt more children, and that will be your doing!”



“

  
I
  understand you’re upset and scared, but we need to focus on the
  baby. How is that going? Have contractions started yet?”



“

  
Yes,
  but they’re still far apart,” Carolyn said. “I think it will be
  at least eighteen more hours before I go into true labor.”



“

  
I
  am on my way home. Do you need anything?”



“

  
Just
  you. Please hurry. I need your comfort. I’m terrified that
  Fredrick
  is free.”



“

  
I’m
  on my way home,” Brian said. “I’ll be there shortly.” 





  
He
  drove home, trying to ignore his phone. In the next twenty
  minutes,
  he missed forty-seven calls and sixty-three texts. Upon entering
  the
  house, he grabbed Carolyn. “Are you okay? How can I help you feel
  better?”



“

  
I’m
  okay now. I’m just heartbroken that the families of the victims
  didn’t get justice today. I can’t imagine the pain they’re
  feeling right now. Knowing you had a part in that hurts me more
  than
  you can know.”



“

  
Carolyn,
  you’re a lawyer,” Brian said. “You know the law. Sometimes,
  when the government overreaches or makes mistakes, there are
  safeguards in place to mitigate those errors. The trial wasn’t
  about guilt. It never was. It’s about protecting citizens from
  government overreach.”



“

  
And
  what about protecting citizens from Fredrick?” Carolyn
  asked.



“

  
I
  can only do so much. I can’t manage both. Fredrick is out of my
  control.”



“

  
Do
  you have counseling tonight?” Carolyn asked.



“

  
I
  do, but I can skip it.”



“

  
No,
  you have to keep going. No excuses.”



“

  
But
  what about the baby?” Brian asked.



“

  
I
  still have seventeen hours or more until going into true labor,”
  Carolyn said. “My mother endured labor for thirty-eight hours. We
  like to take our time with these things.”



“

  
Is
  there anyone who can be with you? I don’t want to leave you by
  yourself.”



“

  
Yes,
  your sister is on her way. I will be fine. Attend your therapy
  session; I’ll be here when you return.”



“

  
All
  right, I’ll keep my phone on me.” Looking at his missed calls,
  Brian added, “You’ll be one of seventy-nine missed calls now. I
  am popular at the moment.”



“

  
Yes,
  but for all the wrong reasons.”




  
Brian
  kissed Carolyn goodbye and left for the VA office, feeling
  anxious
  about seeing anyone after the day's events. To his surprise, only
  one
  other person was there for an appointment, and they ignored him.
  





  
Brian
  sat quietly, waiting for his turn. 





  
After
  being processed, he waited for Dr. Thompson without checking the
  drawers.



“

  
Good
  afternoon, Mr. Ross,” Dr. Thompson greeted him as she
  entered.



“

  
Good
  afternoon, Dr. Thompson.”



“

  
How
  are you holding up?” she asked.



“

  
All
  things considered, I think I’m doing all right,” Brian said.
  “Thankfully, the trial is over, but Carolyn has gone into labor.
  So, it’s certainly a day to remember. If I suddenly run out of
  the
  office, you know why.”



“

  
I
  understand it’s been a challenging day for you,” Dr. Thompson
  said. “How is your anxiety? Do you think you can work on some
  things?”



“

  
I’m
  good,” Brian said. “What did you have in mind? Do you want to
  talk about the verdict?”



“

  
No.
  We can discuss that another time when it’s less emotionally
  charged. I would, however, like you to process the accident. Do
  you
  think you can handle that today?”



“

  
I’d
  rather not,” Brian said.



“

  
Brian,
  you’ve been avoiding this for years,” Dr. Thompson said. “It’s
  time to face it and confront it.”



“

  
You’re
  right,” Brian said. “Let’s proceed. What do you want to
  know?”



“

  
Why
  don’t you start at the bar?”




  
After
  a moment of thought, Brian said, “Okay. Officer Gregory Smith,
  Shanna, and I were celebrating the second anniversary of Pat’s
  death on May 21st, 2006, at BAB’S Secret Lounge in Lutz. We had
  gone there the previous year to have drinks in memory of Pat, and
  it
  had become a sort of tradition for us. Shanna wasn’t drinking
  since
  she was nine months pregnant.”



“

  
Please
  continue,” Dr. Thompson said.



“

  
Officer
  Smith and I had a lot to drink, and a few songs came on the radio
  that reminded me too much of Pat and the rest of my men, and I
  decided I needed to leave. Shanna tried to stop me, and Officer
  Smith
  stood in the doorway and prevented me from leaving. I remember
  Shanna
  begged me not to drive, and I yelled at her, saying I was fine.
  




“

  
I
  pushed Officer Smith out of my way, and I got in the driver’s
  seat
  of my car and started it. I asked Shanna if she was coming.
  Officer
  Smith assured her that it was fine and that he would get in his
  car
  and follow us. Shanna got in the car, and we left. A fifth of a
  mile
  from the bar, we were sitting at a red light. I remember that
  Shanna
  and I were arguing, and the song ‘Loser’ by Beck was playing on
  the radio. I remember that because I felt like I was a loser at
  that
  moment, because of my SEAL team. Anyway, the light turned green,
  and
  I proceeded forward. The next thing I remember was waking up in
  the
  hospital.”



“

  
Go
  on, Mr. Ross, you are doing great.”



“

  
The
  doctors told me we were involved in an accident,” Brian said.
  “They
  explained that I had swelling on my brain, numerous broken bones,
  and
  some internal injuries. They mentioned they would need to put me
  in a
  drug-induced coma until the swelling in my brain went down. They
  also
  let me know that they would have already placed me in a coma, but
  they required my consent regarding Shanna. Though she was
  brain-dead,
  the baby was okay. They sought my consent to let her go to save
  the
  baby. All that kept running through my mind was how I had just
  lost
  the only person I loved in the world. I consented, and they put
  me in
  a coma. As it turned out, I was in a coma for seven
  months.”



“

  
Are
  you okay?” Dr. Thompson asked. “Can you continue?”



“

  
I’m
  all right. Upon waking from the coma, the doctors informed me
  that
  seven months had passed. I asked about Shanna, and they gently
  revealed that she had been buried seven months prior. I also
  asked
  about the baby, and they said he had been in a foster home since
  the
  night of the accident. As I lay in bed, I felt extremely
  restricted.
  My muscles had atrophied, rendering me unable to move or walk.
  They
  explained that my recovery would be long and difficult. It took
  me
  nine months to recover my ability to walk normally.”



“

  
What
  emotions come to mind when you think about that night?” Dr.
  Thompson asked.



“

  
Guilt.
  Sadness. Shame. The usual for me,” Brian said.



“

  
Brian,
  these feelings are common. They don’t mean you’re broken. Anyone
  in your situation would experience similar emotions.”



“

  
I
  understand, but sometimes it seems like my life is just one
  trauma
  after another,” Brian said. “I keep wondering, when will it be
  enough?”



“

  
What
  makes you feel guilty?”



“

  
I
  was driving when I probably shouldn’t have been,” Brian said. “If
  I hadn’t been drinking, I might have reacted more
  quickly.”



“

  
The
  accident wasn’t your fault,” Dr. Thompson said. “The other
  driver was a ninety-year-old man who had a heart attack and lost
  control of his car at 140 miles per hour. There was no way for
  you to
  avoid it, Brian. No one can react in time to avoid a vehicle
  moving
  that fast.”



“

  
I
  saw the lights briefly and then nothing,” Brian said. “If only I
  had been more alert, maybe I could have dodged it.”



“

  
Brian,
  it sounds like you’re trying to replace your thoughts of what
  happened with what you believe should have happened,” Dr.
  Thompson
  said. “It’s easy to convince yourself that you could have acted
  differently, but honestly, nobody could have stopped that
  accident.
  It was not your fault. Having a few drinks doesn’t mean you
  should
  bear the blame for what occurred. You don’t need to hold on to
  this
  guilt.”



“

  
I
  know you’re right,” Brian said. “I feel guilty about the
  accident, and what makes it worse is that it happened on what was
  already the worst day of my life. I now have many reasons that
  day
  was a negative experience. Perhaps the combination of guilt and
  sadness from both events is overwhelming, and I find it difficult
  to
  cope with it all.”



“

  
That’s
  quite insightful, Brian,” Dr. Thompson said. “You’re making
  progress.”



“

  
It
  remains the worst day of the year for me,” Brian said. “May 21st
  will forever haunt me. My SEAL team was killed, my wife passed
  away,
  I lost my child, and now there’s . . .” Brian fell
  silent.



“

  
And
  now there’s what, Brian?”




  
Doing
  his best to deflect, Brian redirected the conversation. “Now
  there’s Fredrick. He was arrested on May 21st, 2026. Just another
  bad memory added to that day.”



“

  
But
  you didn’t meet Fredrick until May 22nd, 2026.”



“

  
That’s
  true, but May 21st, 2026, marks the beginning of everything with
  him,” Brian said. “That was when our destinies—our life paths,
  whatever you want to call them—were set to intersect.”



“

  
Tell
  me about the shame you feel regarding the accident,” Dr. Thompson
  said.



“

  
That
  is entirely due to our child,” Brian said. “How could I possibly
  parent a child whose mother I tragically killed? Additionally, I
  spent nearly a year in a coma and took another year to recuperate
  from the accident fully. By the time I was fit to care for him,
  he
  would have been two years old. Honestly, I felt I was emotionally
  and
  mentally unprepared to provide the care he needed for at least
  another five or six years. I still question if I’m truly ready to
  care for the baby I’m about to bring into my life. But the shame
  of
  having abandoned him weighs heavily on me.”



“

  
You
  didn’t abandon him, Brian,” Dr. Thompson said. “He was in a
  safe, loving environment, well cared for, and secure. As you’ve
  indicated, it was essential for you to find your strength and be
  prepared to support him before assuming your role as a parent.
  Have
  you ever considered reaching out to him? By the way, how old is
  he
  now?”



“

  
He
  would have turned ten on May 21st, 2026,” Brian said. “I no
  longer think about meeting him. I’ve come to terms with the fact
  that he is no longer with us. My focus is now on Carolyn and baby
  Shanna.”



“

  
That
  is an interesting perspective. How are you feeling at the
  moment?”
  Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
I
  feel fine,” Brian said. “I’m focused. Now that Fredrick is
  behind me, I can move forward. I need to take care of Carolyn and
  Shanna now.”



“

  
Have
  you had the dream again? Any clarity on that?” Dr. Thompson
  asked.



“

  
Actually,
  yes,” Brian said. “The beginning of the dream was made clear. The
  girl is still walking backward toward me, but before she does,
  she
  spills both drinks directly on Detective Smith, then walks
  backward
  to the shadowy man. I can see the man giving her the drinks and
  some
  money. If I play it forward in my head, the man gave her two
  drinks
  and some money, and she walked toward Detective Smith and me and
  spilled both drinks directly onto Detective Smith’s
  chest.”



“

  
Do
  you know the girl?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
I
  do not,” Brian said. “Never seen her before or since.”



“

  
Could
  it have been just an accident that she spilled the drinks on
  Detective Smith?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
It
  could have been nothing more than an accident. Until I know who
  the
  shadow man is, I can’t say,” Brian said.



“

  
Are
  you feeling any anxiety or lingering emotions from our discussion
  today?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
Not
  at all. I feel great and ready to go. I keep thinking about
  Carolyn
  and need to get home to ensure she has everything she requires,”
  Brian said.



“

  
Excellent
  session today, Mr. Ross. Shall we schedule our next meeting for
  October 20th at 8:00 a.m.?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
Yes.
  By then, I’ll be ‘proud parent, Mr. Ross!’


  

  


  
”



“

  
I
  look forward to seeing the pictures. Until then, good evening,
  Mr.
  Ross.”



“

  
Certainly,”
  Brian said. “See you then.”
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Brian
  arrived at the public defender’s office to clear out his office.
  Mr. Harwick avoided Brian and closed his door. Cynthia and Ivan
  helped Brian pack up his belongings. 




“

  
Boss,
  you are the best boss I’ve ever had,” Ivan said.



“

  
Ivan,
  your English keeps getting better and better,” Brian said. “You
  are a fantastic lawyer. You will get far in this country. Keep
  working on your English, and you will be a formidable lawyer for
  anyone to face. I hope one day we get to face off in
  court.”



“

  
I
  made a job offer at a new firm,” Ivan said. “I may start next
  week.”



“

  
That
  is awesome, Ivan. I am very proud to have had the opportunity to
  work
  with you. If you ever need anything, do not hesitate to
  ask!”




  
Cynthia
  cried. “Brian, you will be sorely missed. I’ve never met anyone
  like you. Your integrity and intelligence amaze me. And your butt
  is
  something to admire as well.”




  
Brian
  laughed. “Cynthia, I know you are not a lawyer, but your help on
  this case, we couldn’t have done it without you. Seriously, you
  made a huge impact. I am going to miss you. Maybe not the sexual
  harassment, but I will miss the rest of you.”




  
Cynthia
  walked up to Brian and handed him a large box. With both his
  hands
  full, Cynthia leaned in and kissed Brian on the lips. Ivan
  laughed,
  and Brian was speechless. 




“

  
You’d
  better stop in from time to time with photos of that beautiful
  baby
  of yours!” Cynthia said.




  
Brian
  let the kiss slide. “It truly was an honor to work with you. I
  will
  miss you both very much. Give my regards to Jake and Kendall when
  you
  see them next.”




  
Brian
  walked out of the office to his car. Reporters and gawkers
  ambushed
  Brian, blocking his path to his car. Detective Smith was nearby,
  watching the events unfold, and did nothing. 





  
Brian
  decided to give a quick statement. “I do not know what else to
  tell
  you, people. I have said everything I am going to say about the
  trial. You are wasting your time harassing me like this.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Andrew Dickson, CNN. How is your wife and newborn baby? Are
  they both well?”




  
Surprised,
  Brian answered, “Yes. Shanna Annie Ross was born on Sunday at
  9:22
  a.m. She weighed seven pounds and two ounces at birth. Mrs. Ross
  is
  doing very well.” Brian looked at Mr. Dickson. “Thank you for
  asking.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Weng Bo, 
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.
  Did you name your daughter after Annie Valentine?”



“

  
We
  did. Yes. We will never forget Annie Valentine or the other
  eighteen
  children. Nobody should ever forget them.”



“

  
Mr.
  Ross, Rachel McMichaels from CBS News. What are your plans now
  that
  you no longer work for the public defender’s office?”




  
Brian
  said, “I am going to spend some much-needed time with my
  beautiful
  wife and new daughter.”



“

  
Do
  you see a private practice in your future?” Mrs. McMichaels
  asked.



“

  
Honestly,
  I want to relax and just enjoy being a loving husband and
  father,”
  Brian said. “I will cross that bridge when the time
  comes.”



“

  
Daria
  Pawlowski from Q105 Radio News. I have DJs Mike B. and Melissa M.
  on
  the line live. Would you like to dedicate a song to your
  daughter,
  Shanna?”



“

  
How
  about ‘Wonderwall’ by Oasis?” Brian said.



“

  
Do
  you have anything you wish to say to Shanna?” Daria asked.



“

  
The
  world is beautiful, you are beautiful, and life is beautiful,”
  Brian said. “Mommy and Daddy love you very much.”



“

  
You
  got it!” Daria said.




  
Brian
  smiled. “Thank you, everyone, but really, I need to get home to
  my
  beautiful wife and a baby that needs some snuggles.” 





  
Brian
  got into his car and turned on the radio. DJ Mike B. announced,
  “We
  would like to welcome to the world, beautiful Shanna Annie Ross.
  This
  song is dedicated to you from your loving daddy.” 




“

  
That’s
  right, baby Shanna, your dad wanted to tell you, ‘The world is
  beautiful, you are beautiful, and life is beautiful. Mommy and
  Daddy
  love you very much,’


  

  


  
”
  DJ Melissa M. said. 





  
Brian
  rolled down his windows and sang along to “Wonderwall.” 





  
During
  the drive home, Brian’s father called him. Brian finally decided
  to
  answer his phone. 




“

  
Hello,
  Dad. How have you been?” he asked.



“

  
I’d
  be much better if my son hadn’t released the world’s most
  notorious serial killer,” Mr. Ross said.



“

  
I
  only acted under the law,” Brian said. “The outcomes stemmed from
  others’ mistakes. It may take time, Dad, but you’ll come to terms
  with it eventually.”



“

  
By
  others, you mean Detective Smith?” Walter asked. “Brian, he is
  like family to you. You need to mend what you did to him.”



“

  
I
  will,” Brian said. “It’ll take some time, but one day, you’ll
  see my side. I promise.”



“

  
Why
  not explain it to me now, Brian?” Walter said.




  
Brian
  looked over and saw Detective Smith watching him. “Now isn’t the
  time. Look, Dad, I have to go. Carolyn is on the other line. I
  love
  you. Bye!”




  
He
  answered the phone. It was Kendall calling from Carolyn’s phone.
  “Hey, boss! That was an amazing win you and Ivan achieved. I
  can’t
  believe you managed to pull it off without me. I always thought I
  was
  the mastermind of our team.”



“

  
Hey,
  Kendall! How’s it going? How’s the baby?” Brian asked.



“

  
She’s
  doing great!” Kendall said. “She’s meeting her new best friend,
  Shanna, for the first time.”



“

  
That
  sounds lovely!” Brian said. “Be sure to take lots of pictures.
  Please let Carolyn know I’ll be home soon!”




  
Another
  call came in, and Brian answered without checking the caller ID.
  It
  was Fredrick.



“

  
How
  did you get this number?” Brian asked abruptly.



“

  
Counselor,
  that’s no way to greet a friend.”



“

  
We
  are not friends, Fredrick,” Brian said. “Our connection was
  purely professional.”



“

  
No
  matter. When will you return my items from the police
  station?”



“

  
I
  can bring them over right now,” Brian said. “Are you
  home?”



“

  
Actually,
  I am, Counselor.”



“

  
Perfect.
  I’ll be there shortly.” Looking in his mirrors and seeing no cars
  nearby, Brian slammed on his brakes and spun his car around 180
  degrees, then drove to Fredrick’s house. 





  
Upon
  arriving, Brian exited the vehicle and stood near the spot where
  Annie Valentine had been discovered. He knelt. “I’m sorry for
  what happened to you. I promise it’s not forgotten. I named my
  daughter after you: Shanna Annie Ross. Shanna also carries my
  ex-wife’s name, and now you are with her in heaven. Maybe, if
  you’re not too occupied up there, you both can keep an eye on
  Shanna.” After that, Brian walked up to Fredrick’s house and rang
  the doorbell.




  
Fredrick
  greeted him. “Counselor! Come on in.”




  
Brian
  hesitated, recalling the statement Mrs. Lorna Eddleston made:
  


  

    
“I
    must emphasize one crucial point: do not ever place yourself in
    a
    situation where you are alone with him.” 
  





  
Fredrick,
  sensing Brian was skeptical about coming inside, mentioned,
  “Counselor, if I were going to kill you, it would not happen in
  my
  own house. And it certainly wouldn’t happen with the police
  watching. Fredrick pointed to the unmarked police car sitting
  outside
  Fredrick’s house.



“

  
How
  long have they been there?” Brian asked.



“

  
There
  is always a police car present,” Fredrick said. “When I got home
  from court, a car was there. It has been there ever
  since.”



“

  
I’ll
  handle this. They can’t harass you like that. It’s a violation of
  your rights.”



“

  
Let
  them be. Eventually, they will get tired of monitoring me and
  find
  another suspect to harass,” Fredrick said. “Sooner or later, they
  will forget about me entirely.”



“

  
Well,
  here are all your belongings from the police station.”



“

  
What
  happened to your eye, Counselor?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
Oh,
  this? Compliments of Detective Smith. He wasn’t pleased that I
  went
  to the police station to retrieve your things.”



“

  
I
  highly doubt that is the only reason for his displeasure,
  Counselor,”
  Fredrick said. “I am considering going off the grid for a while.
  I
  have already emptied my bank accounts and put my house up for
  sale. I
  might need to vanish. Do you know any quiet, uninhabited places I
  could stay?”



“

  
Actually,
  I do know of a spot,” Brian said. “When are you looking to
  leave?”



“

  
I
  have a few things to sort out first, but I was thinking Wednesday
  at
  the latest.”




  
Brian
  contemplated before responding, “I’m free on Wednesday. I can
  take you there, but I must warn you, it’s very secluded. There’s
  no one around for miles.”



“

  
That
  sounds perfect,” Fredrick said. “I need to escape from the press
  and the police. Anywhere but here would be great.”



“

  
All
  right, Wednesday it is,” Brian said. “I’ll pick you up in the
  afternoon.”



“

  
That
  works for me. And, Counselor, I know I have been difficult, but I
  appreciate you. Thank you for saving my neck.”



“

  
I
  was just doing my job,” Brian said.



“

  
How
  about we grab a beer?” Fredrick asked. “It is the least I can do
  since I did not pay you for your help.”



“

  
Just
  one beer. No more. I need to get home to Carolyn and the
  baby.”



“

  
How
  is your little one? Lots of diapers and crying?” Fredrick
  asked.



“

  
Absolutely,”
  Brian said. “But there are also moments of giggles and laughter.
  Babies are incredible. They’re like tiny people.”




  
Fredrick
  laughed. “They truly are tiny people, Counselor.”



“

  
Do
  you like babies?”



“

  
Counselor,
  I once cared for a baby for a few weeks,” Fredrick said. “It was
  the worst experience of my life. I will not do that again.
  Never!”




  
Brian
  quipped, “Kenna Walsh’s baby?” 





  
Fredrick
  smiled but remained silent.



“

  
Where
  do you want to grab a drink?” Brian asked.



“

  
Why
  not go to BAB’S Secret Lounge for old times’ sake?”



“

  
Fine,”
  Brian said. “I will follow you there. Remember, though, only one
  drink.” 





  
Brian
  followed Fredrick to the bar, and the two of them sat together
  and
  enjoyed a beer.



 

  
While
  sitting at the bar, a news report came on showing Fredrick and
  Brian
  on the courthouse steps. Although the volume was off, the title
  read,
  “Lawyer frees ‘The Reaper.’


  

  


  
”
  All the patrons in the bar looked at Fredrick, and collectively,
  they
  all left the bar. Only the two barkeeps remained.



“

  
I
  am going to play a song to celebrate,” Fredrick said. He walked
  over to the digital jukebox and selected a song. Fredrick
  returned to
  the bar and took a sip of his beer. The jukebox played “I Hate
  Everything About You” by Three Days Grace.



“

  
Interesting
  choice,” Brian said



“

  
I
  think it is appropriate,” Fredrick said.




  
Brian
  did not reply but instead made a toast. “Here is to
  freedom.”




  
Fredrick
  tipped his beer. “To freedom.”




  
As
  the two sat there alone in the bar, Fredrick wondered if Brian
  was
  caught up in the game yet. Unsure, he asked, “Counselor, tell me
  about the best case you ever had?”



“

  
It
  was your case,” Brian said. “No question.”



“

  
My
  case. Why my case?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
The
  challenge, of course,” Brian said. “The evidence was
  overwhelming, and you, you didn’t exactly make things easier with
  your statements and full confessional testimony.”




  
Fredrick
  laughed. “I never had any doubts. I knew you would figure it
  out.”



“

  
I
  did need a little prodding from you,” Brian said. “By the way,
  how exactly did you get the package to the court? I have many
  questions for you. There are things I don’t understand.”



“

  
In
  due time, you will come to understand. Not today, Counselor. This
  is
  not the right environment.”



“

  
Answer
  me one question,” Brian said. “Just one.”



“

  
Ask,
  Counselor,” Fredrick said.



“

  
How
  did you kill Ms. Schlitz?” Brian asked.



“

  
Unfortunately,
  I did not have the pleasure of watching that bitch suffer. No,
  somebody else got to craft that piece of art.”



“

  
But
  your DNA was discovered in her wounds,” Brian said. “The markings
  were exactly your signature markings.”



“

  
You
  cannot believe everything you see or hear, Counselor,” Fredrick
  said. “Take the two shark videos, for example.”



“

  
That
  is another question I have,” Brian said. “How did you pull that
  off?”



“

  
No
  more answers,” Fredrick said. “I agreed to one. Now, you must
  answer one for me.”



“

  
Fine,”
  Brian said. “But my wife and baby are off-limits.”




  
Fredrick
  smiled. “What was the worst case of your career? Do you have one?
  Do you know which one it is?”




  
Brian
  answered without hesitation. “I remember. I had a client who was
  accused of killing a . . .” This memory conjured
  vivid images of evidence, with names, places, and dates racing
  through his mind.



“

  
Counselor,
  are you okay?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
All
  these years, I believed he was guilty,” Brian said. “All this
  time, I felt anger toward him.”



“

  
I
  am not following,” Fredrick said.



“

  
I
  had a client who faced accusations of murdering a
  seventy-seven-year-old woman by smothering her with a pillow and
  sexually assaulting her,” Brian said. “His name was Jerome Reed,
  but I knew him as Petty Officer 3rd Class Reed. He served
  alongside
  me in Afghanistan and was one of the few survivors of our
  ill-fated
  mission.”



“

  
What
  made this your worst case?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
The
  evidence was compelling, yet not flawless. The DNA results
  indicated
  a match, though it was quite weak. We knew for certain that the
  DNA
  belonged either to Jerome or a relative. However, we were unable
  to
  determine whether it was a relative’s DNA or if the sample was
  too
  small for a more accurate analysis. I realized I had become too
  emotionally invested in the client and lost sight of the
  objective
  facts. 




“

  
Being
  around Jerome again and spending time with him triggered my PTSD.
  I
  found myself struggling and began drinking again. The stress and
  anxiety became too much for me. I recognized that I was not as
  prepared as I should have been, which led to losses in court
  arguments. I felt as though I had let him down. Despite the weak
  and
  questionable evidence and my poor performance, he was ultimately
  convicted. This is something that continues to haunt me to this
  day.”



“

  
You
  can appeal and get the judgment overturned,” Fredrick said. “You
  can free Mr. Weed.”



“

  
Reed,”
  Brian said. “His name was Jerome Reed, not Weed. And I cannot get
  the case overturned. Unfortunately, within just six months of
  being
  incarcerated, Jerome was tragically murdered by some of his
  prison
  mates. I truly wish I could do something to make up for my
  failure,
  but I cannot.”




  
Fredrick
  stared into space, deep in thought. 




“

  
My
  friend, my brother, came to me for help, and I failed him,” Brian
  said. “I do use it as motivation, though. I vowed always to do my
  best and never lose in court again. Because of Jerome Reed, you
  got
  the best version of me, Mr. Richardson. You may very well be
  sitting
  here as a free man because of him.”




  
Fredrick
  lifted his beer. “To Jerome Reed for bringing us
  together!”




  
Brian
  lifted his beer. “To Jerome Reed.”




  
Simultaneously
  with the toast, the door opened, and members of the press filed
  into
  the bar. Immediately, Brian and Fredrick stood up and waited for
  the
  barkeep to pay their bill. 





  
The
  press questioned Brian.




  
Weng
  Bo of the 


  

    
St.
    Petersburg Times
  


  

  asked, “Mr. Ross, are you and Mr. Richardson friends now?”




  
Kelly
  Simmons, from Bay News 9, asked, “Mr. Ross, does your church
  approve of your association with a suspected serial
  killer?”




  
Rachel
  McMichaels from CBS News asked, “Mr. Ross, what were you and Mr.
  Richardson toasting when we entered BAB’S Secret Lounge?”



“

  
Why
  are you always following me around?” Brian asked. “Don’t you
  have a job to do?”



“

  
I
  am doing my job.” Miss McMichaels said.



“

  
Why
  follow me?” Brian asked.



“

  
You’re
  hot!” she said.



“

  
Counselor,
  is this young lady referring to your looks or your clickbait?”
  Fredrick asked.




  
Brian
  frowned. “Obviously, both, Mr. Richardson!”



“

  
Seriously,
  people, you can’t just follow me around and show up everywhere we
  go,” Brian said. “There are laws against this. Don’t think I
  will hesitate to file a complaint against all of you.”



“

  
What
  complaint might that be, Mr. Ross?” asked Simone Bedford from the
  Associated Press.



“

  
Your
  behavior is intrusive, and I will file motions for harassment,
  stalking, surveillance, and anything else I can come up with,”
  Brian said. “That goes for Mr. Richardson as well. Now be
  gone!”



“

  
Good
  day, Mr. Ross,” Miss McMichaels said as she left the bar. The
  other
  members of the press followed her out.



“

  
This
  is why I must vanish,” Fredrick said. “I cannot go anywhere
  without being harassed by the press, the police, or those who
  want to
  stone me. It is incredibly disheartening.”



“

  
I
  understand,” Brian said. “We will act on Wednesday. In the
  meantime, keep a low profile. I need to get home to my wife
  before
  she calls out the National Guard.”
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Brian
  came to his weekly therapy session feeling angry. As he waited in
  the
  lobby, a bystander took a photo of him, which infuriated him.
  However, he chose not to respond to the intrusive act. 





  
When
  his name was called, he rushed into the nursing office and
  preemptively answered all the nurse’s potential questions, trying
  to mask his frustration. The nurse, remaining silent, took his
  vitals
  and then stepped out to fetch Dr. Thompson.




  
Dr.
  Thompson greeted Brian. “Good morning, Mr. Ross. How are you
  doing
  today? I sense you may be feeling somewhat agitated.”



“

  
If
  you already know how I feel, why bother asking?” Brian snapped
  back.



“

  
Exactly.
  Agitated,” Dr. Thompson said. 





  
Brian
  fell silent, locking eyes with her. 




“

  
What’s
  causing your agitation, Mr. Ross?”



“

  
Fredrick,”
  Brian said.



“

  
What
  has Fredrick done this time?” Dr. Thompson asked with
  curiosity.



“

  
It’s
  not about what he’s done,” Brian said. “It’s what he did.”
  He sounded disappointed.



“

  
Please
  go on,” Dr. Thompson said.



“

  
I
  witnessed the entire dream, or rather, a memory, Brian said.
  “Whatever it is, as you already know, everything unfolds in
  reverse. She spills drinks on Detective Smith, then walks
  backward
  from us holding the drinks, and the shadowy man at the end of her
  walk hands her the drinks and cash. It turns out that the shadowy
  figure is Fredrick. He was present that night, watching and
  observing
  us. If you play it forward, he paid that girl to spill the drinks
  on
  Detective Smith. He knew Detective Smith would head to La
  Crescent
  Road afterward because he always follows me home. He knew he
  could
  use the alcohol scent as part of his defense. 




“

  
He
  orchestrated the entire thing. From his arrest to the beer at the
  bar
  to celebrate Reed. From the very start, Fredrick has been
  manipulating me. He envisioned the entire trial and left
  breadcrumbs
  to help me reach a not-guilty verdict. Every single move, every
  occurrence, everything was planned by him from the
  outset.”



“

  
That
  seems quite improbable, Mr. Ross,” Dr. Thompson said. “However,
  if it is true, what would Fredrick gain from this?”



“

  
Dr.
  Eddleston explained the why in court. She said this entire ordeal
  was
  so Fredrick could meet me.”



“

  
He
  could have simply approached you and initiated a conversation,”
  Dr.
  Thompson said. “Why take the risk of imprisonment and facing the
  electric chair to meet you?”



“

  
It
  was calculated,” Brian said. “He was never at risk. He needed me
  to secure his acquittal for all of his crimes. He examined the
  law,
  pinpointed exploitable loopholes, and initiated a confession that
  the
  court ultimately dismissed. He is now a free man and cannot be
  prosecuted for any of his offenses. He orchestrated fifty years
  of
  murder and mayhem and has successfully evaded justice. He
  exploited
  me to do it.”



“

  
Why
  you?” Dr. Thompson asked. “He could have chosen any lawyer.”
  




“

  
At
  the time, I didn’t realize it, but it relates to a member of SEAL
  Team Eight. It’s no coincidence that he asked about my worst
  case—the one where I failed to represent a brother SEAL
  adequately.
  Knowing all of Fredrick’s victims, I discovered that the woman my
  teammate was accused of murdering was one of Fredrick’s victims.
  My
  friend, my teammate, was innocent.”



“

  
Do
  you think Fredrick was angry that someone else received credit
  for
  the kill?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
That
  could be the case,” Brian said.



“

  
What
  was the outcome of your teammate’s trial?”



“

  
He
  was convicted, and not long after, he was tragically murdered in
  prison.”



“

  
Maybe
  Fredrick is upset about that?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
If
  Fredrick acted after Reed was murdered, then it can’t be our
  first
  theory,” Brian said. “It must be the latter. But why does he care
  about Reed?”



“

  
You’ll
  need to ask Fredrick,” Dr. Thompson shot back.



“

  
I
  doubt he’ll answer that question directly.”



“

  
Most
  likely not,” Dr. Thompson said. “What’s your plan?”



“

  
I’m
  not sure,” Brian said. “I need to consider what game Fredrick is
  playing. Every time I think I’ve caught up, I realize how much
  further behind I am.”



“

  
Why
  did you let Fredrick go free in the first place?” Dr. Thompson
  asked. “You could have sent him to prison.”



“

  
I
  thought that was my way to outsmart Fredrick,” Brian said. “But
  in the end, I did exactly what he wanted me to do. I’ve been
  following his lead since the night he was arrested.”



“

  
It
  sounds like you need to become more unpredictable.”



“

  
I
  think you’re right,” Brian said. “If you don’t mind, I need
  to make a phone call.” 





  
He
  took out his phone and dialed Detective Smith. “Detective Smith,
  I
  understand you’re angry with me, but I need your help. I believe
  Fredrick may be targeting Carolyn and Shanna. Can you find a
  secure
  location for them? It needs to be somewhere that you have no ties
  to.
  Assume Fredrick knows everything about you. You’ll need to find
  someplace that is off the radar. A place that nobody knows
  about . . . 




“

  
No,
  I don’t want to know where you take them. It’s better if I’m
  kept in the dark. I’ll contact you once I’ve sorted this out.
  Promise me you’ll keep them safe . . . Okay . . .
  Text me the code word once they are safe . . . Thank
  you, brother . . . I will.”



“

  
Do
  you believe you’re possibly overreacting?” Dr. Thompson
  asked.



“

  
You
  didn’t witness all the evidence presented during his trial,”
  Brian said.



“

  
What
  will you do next?”



“

  
Fredrick
  belongs somewhere he can never hurt anyone,” Brian said. “Prison
  was an option, but I screwed that up. I need to find an
  alternative.”



“

  
You
  do understand that if I think a patient may harm someone, even
  someone like Fredrick, I’m required by law to report it.”




  
Brian
  grinned. “Well, it’s fortunate I didn’t say I’d hurt him.”



“

  
This
  isn’t a game, Mr. Ross,” Dr. Thompson said.



“

  
Dr.
  Thompson, it is,” Brian said. “It’s solely between Fredrick and
  me.”



“

  
What
  are your intentions, Mr. Ross?”



“

  
I
  plan to outsmart him,” Brian said calmly.



“

  
Do
  you want to harm him, Mr. Ross?”



“

  
What
  do you mean by harm?” Brian asked.



“

  
Are
  you intending to cause him physical injury?” Dr. Thompson
  asked.



“

  
That’s
  completely up to him.”



“

  
Are
  you considering harming him to safeguard your family?”



“

  
I
  already failed once,” Brian said. “I can’t afford to fail
  again.”



“

  
What
  does that mean?” Dr. Thompson asked. “Are you suggesting that
  your court failure led to his release from prison?”



“

  
His
  fate was sealed long before he posed a threat to my current
  family!”



“

  
I
  believe we have run out of time, Mr. Ross.”




  
Brian
  glanced at the clock and noted that there were still twenty
  minutes
  remaining in his session. However, he understood the implication.
  “I
  will see you next session?”



“

  
Yes.
  Monday, October 26th, at 7:00 a.m.”



“

  
Good
  day, Doctor,” Brian said cheerfully, leaving the office with an
  angry smile.




  
Brian
  exited the doctor’s office and drove to a secure storage
  facility.
  There, he retrieved two duffel bags and a tough box, loaded them
  into
  his car, and turned off his phone. He then drove for several
  hours to
  a covert location, where he remained for approximately thirty
  minutes
  before returning.



 






 






 







  
After
  treating her final patient of the day, Dr. Thompson spent an hour
  in
  her office, reflecting on her conversation with Brian. With
  growing
  concern, she decided to contact Detective Smith. 




“

  
Hello,
  Detective Smith. I’m Dr. Heather Thompson from the Mental Health
  Clinic at James A. Haley Veterans Hospital. Mr. Brian Ross is one
  of
  my patients.”



“

  
How
  can I help you, Dr. Thompson?”



“

  
Brian
  was in my office earlier today,” Dr. Thompson said. “I overheard
  his phone call with you about hiding Carolyn and baby Shanna. It
  seems Brian perceives Fredrick as a threat to his family, and I
  suspect he plans to confront him about it. Given Fredrick’s
  evaluation as a sociopath and psychopath, I am concerned that
  this
  might end badly for Brian.”




  
Detective
  Smith chuckled. “I appreciate your concerns, as I’m sure Brian
  does, but trust me, if Brian is on the offensive, he can handle
  Fredrick.”



“

  
That’s
  exactly what worries me, Detective,” Dr. Thompson said. “He
  mentioned several things that have raised alarm bells for me. I’m
  concerned about what he might do to Fredrick.”



“

  
What
  specifically did Brian say that alarms you?” Detective Smith
  asked.




  
Dr.
  Thompson shared her worries with Detective Smith, trying her best
  to
  navigate the boundaries of doctor-patient confidentiality.



“

  
I’ll
  investigate this as soon as I’m done with the previous task Brian
  assigned me,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
Was
  that task finished successfully?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
Indeed,
  it was.” After a brief silence, he posed a question. “Doctor
  Thompson, I have something to ask. You might not be able to
  answer
  it, but I’m going to ask anyway.”



“

  
Go
  ahead, Detective Smith, ask your question.”



“

  
Did
  Brian ever tell you why he defended Fredrick?” Detective Smith
  asked. “Why did he fight so hard for his acquittal?”



“

  
All
  I can say is that Brian didn’t want Fredrick to outsmart
  him.”



“

  
Seems
  to me like Fredrick won that competition,” Detective Smith
  said.



“

  
Unless
  he didn’t, Detective,” Dr. Thompson said. “Perhaps this was
  Brian’s plan all along—to free Fredrick, so he could—”



“

  
I
  will look into what you’ve said as soon as I return to town. It
  should be in a few hours. I’ll keep you updated.” 




  

    
Detective
Smith put the siren on his roof and floored his car.
  




  
He
  drove several hours straight to Brian’s house, hoping to catch
  him
  before he confronted Fredrick. Upon arrival, Detective Smith
  noticed
  the lights were off and that the cat, Pesty, was sitting on the
  front
  porch. Knowing that Pesty was not allowed outside, he immediately
  sensed something was wrong. Detective Smith drew his weapon and
  cleared the house, finding no one inside. He then stood in
  Brian’s
  office, assessing the damage. 





  
Pesty
  rubbed against him and meowed. Detective Smith replied, “Are you
  hungry, Pesty?” He proceeded to the kitchen to prepare Pesty some
  dinner. 





  
After
  feeding Pesty, Detective Smith noticed a message written in blood
  on
  the wall: “Anything is possible.” 





  
Detective
  Smith knew it was Brian’s favorite axiom. What he did not know
  was
  who wrote it. Detective Smith returned to Brian’s office and
  started sifting through the pile of case files on the floor.
  Although
  accustomed to sorting through legal documents, he had never
  encountered such depth and detail on Fredrick’s case as he now
  saw
  in Brian’s office. 





  
Hour
  after hour, he read through all the files, wondering aloud,
  “Brian,
  what is going on here? Where are you? Who wrote this message? And
  what is your fascination with Fredrick?” 





  
He
  made a call. “Hey, I need your help. More specifically, Brian
  needs
  your help. Come to his house as soon as possible.” Detective
  Smith
  hung up and continued reading file after file, page after page.
  





  
About
  forty-five minutes later, he heard someone entering the house. He
  drew his weapon and stood silently, waiting. As the door slowly
  opened, Detective Smith yelled, “Freeze, motherfucker!” 




“

  
I
  no KGB! I no KGB!” Ivan shouted.




  
Detective
  Smith lowered his weapon. “Comrade, I almost smoked your
  ass.”



“

  
You
  make call for me come,” Ivan said. “I not come myself!”



“

  
Man,
  I’ve been so consumed with these files I almost forgot you were
  coming,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
What
  you make here?” Ivan asked. “This Boss’s house.”



“

  
Brian
  believes Fredrick is after Carolyn and the baby. I think Brian
  has
  set out to confront Fredrick.”




  
Ivan
  thought about the statement. “Hmm. I make bet Brian. Fredrick is
  bad man, but Brian is Navy SEAL.”



“

  
That
  may be true, Ivan, but if we don’t stop Brian, he will be your
  next
  client,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
What
  we do?”




  
Detective
  Smith informed Ivan about Dr. Thompson’s comments and instructed
  him to carefully examine all documents for any clues regarding
  Brian
  or Fredrick, or for insights into Brian’s mental state. After
  hours
  of searching, they felt exhausted and opted to take a
  break.



“

  
We
  read every document, four time,” Ivan said. “No clue
  here.”



“

  
Listen,
  I understand you’re exhausted, but I care deeply about Brian,”
  Detective Smith said. “He’s been a part of my life forever. He’s
  not the kind of person who acts on impulse. Just like Fredrick,
  he
  approaches things methodically. Every decision is weighed with
  precision. Something has ignited a fire within him. Just look at
  his
  office. This isn’t his typical behavior. There’s a reason behind
  his behavior, and we must find it. It’s hidden here somewhere in
  all these papers. We must find it. Brian’s life may depend on
  it!”



“

  
Okay.
  Make five time read papers.”




  
Detective
  Smith and Ivan read over the papers all night and well into the
  morning. Ivan slept on the floor while Detective Smith continued
  to
  read. Exhausted, Detective Smith went into the kitchen to make
  some
  coffee and to feed Pesty. 





  
Ivan
  started yelling, causing Detective Smith to rush into the room
  with
  his weapon drawn.




  
Ivan
  raised his hands and yelled, “No shoot!” in sheer terror.




  
Detective
  Smith, taken aback, lowered his weapon. “Ivan, why the hell are
  you
  screaming?”



“

  
You
  feel hatred for Russians?” Ivan asked.



“

  
No,
  man,” Detective Smith said. “I’m just exhausted and
  tense.”



“

  
Oh,
  yes, Brian!” Ivan said. “Look! I find something!”



“

  
What
  am I supposed to be looking at?”



“

  
Look
  at date,” Ivan said.



“

  
Okay,
  what about it?” Detective Smith asked.



“

  
Look
  at name.”




  
Detective
  Smith read the name and date, falling silent.




  
Excitedly,
  Ivan repeatedly urged, “Look, date. Look, name. Look, date! Look,
  name!”



“

  
Is
  this what I think it is?” Detective Smith asked somberly.



“

  
Can’t
  be coincidence,” Ivan said.



“

  
That
  explains everything. Brian is in trouble.” He took out his phone
  and called Dr. Thompson. “Doctor Thompson, it’s Detective Smith.
  I believe your concerns were warranted. We have discovered some
  documents that may support your theory. Do you have any idea
  where
  Brian might have gone?”



“

  
No,
  I don’t have any information,” she said. “He didn’t say
  anything before leaving. He walked out with a smile on his face
  and
  seemed quite happy, and yet disturbed, when he left.”




  
Detective
  Smith hung up the phone, visibly worried. He called Brian but
  received no answer. Turning to Ivan, he said, “I need you to call
  Brian every fifteen minutes until you get a response. Can you do
  that?”



“

  
Yes.
  I make timer call automatically,” Ivan said. “What you
  make?”



“

  
I’m
  concerned Brian may do something stupid. I need to find him
  before he
  does. Ivan, if you manage to get in touch with him, find out
  where he
  is and contact me immediately. I need to head to the police
  station
  and issue a BOLO for Fredrick and Brian. God help us!”




  

    
As
    Detective Smith was leaving Brian’s house, Ivan’s phone
    received
    a news alert. Ivan read it, hurried to the living room, and
    turned on
    the TV. He yelled, “Detective Smith! I find Boss!”
  




  

    
Detective
    Smith came running back into the house. He watched TV with
    Ivan. It
    was a Bay News 9 report.
  



“

  
For
  those who are just joining us, we are broadcasting a live feed of
  a
  CCTV camera in a local diner where several men have confronted
  famed
  attorney Brian Ross and Fredrick Richardson, aka ‘The
  Reaper.’


  

  


  
”



“

  
What
  the fuck?” Detective Smith said.



“

  
This
  not end well for those men,” Ivan said.



“

  
Good
  evening, Tampa Bay. I’m Elsbeth Kinkaid, and this is Bay News 9.
  The individual in the purple Minnesota Vikings jersey has been
  identified as Brian Ross, and the man in the yellow shirt is ‘The
  Reaper.’



“

  
Before
  we go to the live feed, let’s recap what we know. Eyewitness
  accounts describe Mr. Ross sitting at a table with Mr. Richardson
  in
  the diner. Beside them, at an adjacent table, a woman and her
  three
  children were having dinner when another patron of the restaurant
  came over and started making racial slurs toward the woman and
  her
  children. The woman has been identified as Aaliyah Mohamed
  Hussein
  Ali Hassan, an Iraqi refugee. She is accompanied by her three
  children, ages three, four, and six. 




“

  
Witnesses
  state that Mr. Ross got up and confronted the man, prompting two
  other men to stand and join the man, making additional racial
  slurs.
  The three men involved have been identified as Chad Donaldson in
  the
  red shirt, Warren Bingo in the white shirt, and Barry Silvers in
  the
  blue shirt. 




“

  
Following
  a heated argument with Mr. Ross, four other men joined Mr.
  Donaldson
  and his friends. At this point, Mr. Ross was outnumbered six to
  one.
  One of the men brandished a knife and held it to the throat of
  Mrs.
  Hassan. Brian stepped closer to the man, which caused three other
  men
  to join in. Now, Mr. Ross was outnumbered ten to one. As Mr. Ross
  moved closer to Mr. Donaldson, several of the men brandished
  knives.
  


  

    
We
    are told Mr. Ross is trying to de-escalate the situation. Let’s
    listen in on the live feed.
  




  

    
Holding
    a knife to her throat, Chad Donaldson yelled at Mrs.
    Hassan:
  


  

    

      

      “You fucking Muslim bitch! What the fuck are you doing in my
      country? You should go back to where you came from. We don’t
      fucking want you here. Your people killed my friends, and
      someone is
      going to pay. You have no business being in my country!”
    
  




  

    
Brian
    Ross:
  


  

    

      

      “Sir. Could you please stop yelling at the woman? You are
      scaring
      her and her children. They haven’t done anything to you.
      Please
      lower your weapon.”
    
  




  

    
Chad
    Donaldson:
  


  

    

      

      “Who the fuck are you? Her savior? Why are you sticking up
      for this
      Muslim bitch anyway? She’s just a stupid fucking
      foreigner.”
    
  




  

    
Brian
    Ross:
  


  

    

      

      “She is a human being, just like me, just like you. She does
      not
      deserve to be treated the way you are treating her.
      Especially not in
      front of her children. How about letting the children go, and
      you and
      I can talk about this?”
    
  




  

    
Chad
    Donaldson: “
  


  

    

      
Wait
      a minute, I know you. You’re that lawyer dude who got that
      crazy
      serial killer off! Hey guys, this is the lawyer who defended
      that
      serial killer. The Reaper!”
    
  




  

    
Warren
    Bingo:
  


  

    

      

      “Holy shit, it’s him! No wonder you are defending this Muslim
      bitch. You like defending the scum of the earth. Don’t you?
      Fuck
      you, man! You can leave our country right alongside her! And
      take
      that fucking crazy serial killer motherfucker with you!”
    
  




  

    
Brian
    Ross: “
  


  

    

      
I
      don’t want any trouble. This has already gone too far. I ask
      that
      you please leave this woman and her children alone. You
      should
      seriously consider putting your knives down.”
    
  




  

    
Barry
    Silvers: “
  


  

    

      
This
      woman is a Muslim cunt! She has killed thousands of us
      Americans. But
      you probably don’t give a shit about that, do you, Mr.
      big-time
      lawyer.”
    
  




  

    
Warren
    Bingo: “
  


  

    

      
I
      have friends who died in Iraq and Afghanistan, and their
      people
      killed them. She is just as guilty as they are. Her fucking
      kids,
      too! They should all die!”
    
  




  

    
Brian
    Ross: “
  


  

    

      
I
      understand you are upset. Trust me, I get it. But this woman
      did not
      kill anyone. She is not responsible for the deaths of any
      Americans,
      including your friends.”
    
  




  

    
Chad
    Donaldson: “
  


  

    

      
How
      the fuck would you know, bitch? Were you fucking there? Did
      you
      fucking fight for my country?”
    
  




  

    
Brian
    Ross: “
  


  

    

      
Actually,
      yes. I completed several tours in the Middle East during my
      time in
      the Navy.”
    
  




  

    
Barry
    Silvers: “
  


  

    

      
In
      the fucking Navy? Are you kidding me? What did you do? Sit on
      a
      fucking ship and suck your gay sailor friends off?”
    
  




  

    
Warren
    Bingo: “
  


  

    

      
My
      friends died in combat, man. Fighting our enemies. They were
      not
      sitting on a giant ship in the middle of the Gulf. Fuck you,
      man. You
      ain’t no fucking hero. My friends are the heroes.”
    
  




  

    
Brian
    Ross: “
  


  

    

      
No
      argument from me. The fallen are always the heroes in my
      book. You
      seriously need to put those knives down. I am starting to get
      anxiety.”
    
  




  

    
Chad
    Donaldson: “
  


  

    

      
This
      is my country, and this bitch doesn’t belong here. Neither do
      her
      kids! And for that matter, neither do you, man!”
    
  




  

    
Brian
    Ross: “
  


  

    

      
This
      is more my country than it is yours! Now, put your knives
      down! I
      won’t ask again.”
    
  




  

    
Warren
    Bingo: “
  


  

    

      
What
      the fuck is that supposed to mean?
    
  


  

    
”
  




  

    
Brian
    Ross: “
  


  

    

      
If
      you want to get technical, my people were here long before
      your
      people arrived. That means this is my country, and you are
      the
      foreigners.”
    
  




  

    
Barry
    Silvers: “
  


  

    

      
What,
      are you a fucking Indian or something?”
    
  




  

    
Chad
    Donaldson: “
  


  

    

      
That’s
      right, he had a thing in court with that fucking police chief
      . . .
      what’s his name, Mongoose or something?”
    
  




  

    
Brian
    Ross: “
  


  

    

      
His
      name is 
    
  


  

    
Sinbad’
    Swift Eagle’ Mongoose, and he is the chief of police for the
    Tampa
    Police Department. For your information, you are currently in
    his
    jurisdiction. And yes, I am a Native American. I am of the
    Creek
    Tribe.”
  




  
Chad
  Donaldson: “


  

    
So
    fucking what? Fuck that chief Indian prick. Fuck this Muslim
    bitch,
    and fuck you, sailor boy!”
  




  
Brian
  Ross:


  

    

    “You are about to do something you are going to regret. I
    suggest
    y
  


  

    

      
ou
      leave now before it’s too late.”
    
  




  

    
Barry
    Silvers:
  


  

    

      

      “Kill that Muslim bitch, Chad!”
    
  




  

    
Chad
    Donaldson started to cut Aaliyah’s throat when Brian jumped
    over
    the table and kicked him in the chest, knocking him away from
    her.
    She fell to the ground and crawled under the table to protect
    her
    three kids. 
  





  

    
Brian
    took her hijab off and pressed it against her throat. He
    grabbed one
    of the children’s hands and applied it to the hijab. 
  





  

    
Barry
    grabbed Brian from behind and tried to cut Brian’s throat.
    Brian
    spun around, ensuring the blade cut the back of his neck. Brian
    hit
    Barry in both temples, causing him to drop to his knees.
    
  





  

    
Fredrick
    stood up, picked up a spoon off the table, and slammed it into
    Barry’s right eye. 
  





  

    
Warren
    swung his knife at Brian, and Brian grabbed his arm, broke it
    in
    half, and stuck the knife into Warren’s throat and twisted it.
    Chad
    jumped across the table and stabbed Brian in the right shoulder
    blade. Brian grappled with him, wrapping his legs around Chad’s
    neck. 
  




“

  
For
  the record, I’m not a fucking sailor!” Brian yelled. “I’m a
  goddamned Navy SEAL!” He broke Chad’s neck.




  

    
Two
    other men grabbed Brian and held him while a third man hit him
    in the
    face. 
  





  

    
Fredrick
    picked up a drinking glass off the table, broke it on the
    table, and
    cut the throat of one of the men holding Brian. Brian twisted
    out of
    the hold and upwardly swung into the man’s nose, breaking it
    and
    killing him instantly. Fredrick tackled the man who was hitting
    Brian
    and bit his throat, tearing his Adam’s apple out. 
  





  

    
Another
    man grabbed Fredrick by the hair and went to cut his throat
    when
    Brian grabbed his neck and broke it. Two of the remaining three
    men
    tackled Brian and began to beat him. Fredrick took a chair and
    broke
    it on the ground. He then took one of the broken legs and
    shoved it
    into one of the man’s anus, causing him to fall off Brian and
    scream in agony. 
  





  

    
Brian
    rolled on the ground with the other man and put him in a
    sleeper hold
    until he passed out. The tenth man dropped his knife and ran
    out of
    the restaurant. The entire fight lasted less than two minutes.
    Brian
    stood up and held his hand out to Aaliyah, applying aid to her
    throat.
  




  

    
Brian
    Ross: “
  


  

    

      
Hold
      this on your wound until help arrives. Keep pressure on it. I
      regret
      that you had to go through this. Please understand that not
      every
      American is as ignorant and hateful as these men.”
    
  




  

    
Aaliyah
    Hassan: “
  


  

    

      
Thank
      you, Mr. Ross, for rescuing my children and me! How can I
      ever repay
      you?”
    
  




  

    
Brian
    Ross: “
  


  

    

      
I
      am the one who should thank you. You might not realize it,
      but by me
      standing up for you, you’ve helped me way more than you could
      imagine.”
    
  




  

    
Aaliyah
    Hassan and her children hugged Brian and Fredrick. Brian made a
    phone
    call, and he and Mr. Richardson walked out the back door of the
    restaurant, disappearing into the night.
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Detective
    Smith arrived early to work and reviewed all the evidence once
    more
    in the station’s conference room. He examined each photo,
    video,
    and report multiple times, trying to determine where Fredrick
    might
    go to hide. Detective Smith knew that if he could find
    Fredrick, he
    would also find Brian. 
  





  

    
He
    called in favor after favor with agencies across the state.
    Bank,
    property, and phone records were scrutinized for potential
    hideout
    locations, but nothing turned up. Detective Smith reached out
    to
    Judge Galloway, requesting that she issue a warrant for Brian’s
    arrest, which would enable him to search Brian’s records to
    locate
    him. An hour later, the warrant was signed, granting Detective
    Smith
    the authority to search Brian’s records. 
  





  

    
After
    hours of combing through Brian’s information, he came up
    empty-handed, leaving Detective Smith at a dead end. Unsure
    where to
    turn next, he went to the station’s break room for lunch and
    noticed the TV was on. To his shock, he saw Fredrick and Brian
    on
    live television. He rushed over and turned up the
    volume.
  




  

    
Standing
    on the courthouse stairs, Brian made a heartfelt plea. “We are
    not
    answering any questions about last night’s incident. However,
    for
    several days, both my client and I have faced relentless
    harassment
    from the citizens of Tampa Bay, the press, and the police. It
    seems
    that there is nowhere we can go without someone throwing
    objects at
    us or uttering rude or threatening remarks. No matter where we
    are,
    the press arrives, encroaching on our space and demanding
    sensationalist statements. In addition, we are constantly
    followed by
    police cars, which monitor our every move. This treatment is
    not only
    unfair but also violates our constitutional rights. Given these
    distressing circumstances, my client, Mr. Richardson, has
    chosen to
    relocate to a private location beyond the city’s jurisdiction.
    We
    earnestly request that the media, police, and citizens respect
    our
    privacy and allow us some peace. Please do not attempt to
    locate us.
    Thank you.”
  



“

  
I
  would like to thank the wonderful people of Tampa for finding me
  not
  guilty of the alleged crimes against me,” Fredrick said. “I leave
  this great city with cherished memories. However, I will not be
  returning. Unfortunately, good old Tampa Bay will not feel my
  presence again. I am moving on to a new city and a new life. I am
  thankful to have been supported by the brilliant and courageous
  lawyer, Brian Ross. He is the reason for my freedom today.
  Without
  him, I would be . . . well . . . I
  would not be here. I say farewell, and I hope you will always
  remember me. I will certainly never forget Tampa or her
  children.”




  

    
As
    Fredrick spoke, Detective Smith called Brian, watching him on
    TV as
    he checked his phone. Brian didn’t respond. Instead, he gazed
    at
    the sky before looking straight into the camera. He then
    swiftly
    turned off his cell phone and removed the SIM card.
  



“

  
Shit!”
  Detective Smith exclaimed. He dialed Brian once more, but it went
  directly to voicemail. “He’s going off the grid,” he told the
  other detectives.



“

  
What
  do you anticipate will happen?” one detective asked.



“

  
One
  of them is bound to kill the other,” Detective Smith said.



“

  
Who
  will kill whom?” another detective asked.



“

  
It’s
  anyone’s guess!” Detective Smith said. He slammed his hand on the
  table in frustration. “We are missing something here! They can’t
  just disappear without a trace. They must be going somewhere—a
  hotel, a motel, or an Airbnb. Anywhere! There has to be a
  reservation. It must have been paid for somehow. And if they’re
  heading to private property, that property must be registered
  under
  someone’s name. We need to figure this out before it’s too late!
  Now, let’s get back to work!”




  

    
With
    that, Detective Smith grabbed his sandwich and declared, “I’ll
    try to catch them outside the courthouse. I’ll be in
    touch!”
  




  

    
Detective
    Smith arrived at the location just after the news had aired,
    but he
    was too late. Brian and Fredrick had already left. 
  





  

    
Detective
    Smith called the station, “Do we have any CCTV cameras that
    caught
    Brian or Fredrick?”
  



“

  
We
  will look. Stand by,” Officer Wang said. A few minutes later, the
  officer said, “We spotted them. They are in a green Lexus rental
  car heading east on the Lee Roy Selmon Expressway.”




  

    
Detective
    Smith instructed Wang to have the highway patrol and the
    Hillsborough
    Sheriff’s Office block every exit. 
  




“

  
Detective
  Smith, by the time we coordinate that, they will have already
  exited
  the expressway,” Officer Wang said. “We are better off tracking
  them on CCTV and trying to coordinate a net.”



“

  
You
  are probably right,” Detective Smith said. “Let’s do that. I am
  heading in that direction now.” 





  

    
Detective
    Smith called Brian, but the phone went straight to voicemail.
    Rushing
    through traffic, Detective Smith arrived at the Brandon exit of
    the
    Lee Roy Selom Expressway and pulled off to the side of the
    road. He
    called Officer Wang back. “Where were they last
    spotted?”
  



“

  
They
  were spotted about ten minutes ago traveling east on Lumsden Road
  and
  turned into a public storage facility located at 1010 West
  Lumsden
  Road,” Officer Wang said.




  

    
Detective
    Smith drove to the location and arrived within six minutes. He
    discovered the green Lexus parked next to an open storage
    container.
    The container was empty. Detective Smith entered the office.
    “I’m
    Detective Smith. Are there any CCTV cameras in this
    facility?”
  



“

  
Yes,
  but none of them are working,” the attendant said.



“

  
Did
  you see the green Lexus parked outside arrive?” Detective Smith
  asked. “There would have been two men in it.



“

  
Sorry,
  I did not.”



“

  
Come
  with me.” The two walked to the open storage container. “I need
  to know who owns this storage container and, more specifically,
  what
  was in it.”



“

  
You’d
  have to get that information from my boss,” the attendant said.
  “But I can tell you now, he won’t give it to you without a
  warrant.”



“

  
There
  is no time for a warrant,” Detective Smith said. “Someone is
  going to die unless we know what type of car was stored in that
  container.”



“

  
I
  am calling my boss now.” The attendant explained the situation to
  his boss. After a few minutes, the attendant said, “The vehicle
  in
  that storage unit is a white cargo van from the 1970s. He does
  not
  know if it is a Ford, Chevy, or Dodge.”



“

  
Thank
  you for your cooperation.” Detective Smith called in a BOLO of a
  white 1970s cargo van heading east from Tampa.”




  

    
Detective
    Smith muttered to himself, “Brian, where the fuck are you
    going?”
  



“

  
Sir,
  the container is registered to Jerome Reed,” the attendant
  said.



“

  
How
  is that possible?” Detective Smith asked. “Jerome Reed is
  deceased.”



“

  
It
  seems the container was paid for in advance for ten years. There
  are
  still five more years left on the contract.”




  

    
Detective
    Smith pulled out his phone and displayed a photo of Brian. “Is
    this
    the man who rented the unit?” he asked.
  



“

  
No.
  I’ve never seen him before,” the attendant said.




  

    
Detective
    Smith showed a photo of Fredrick. “Is this the man who rented
    the
    unit?”
  



“

  
Yes.
  That is him,” the attendant said. “I’ve seen him here several
  times. He is a bit weird if you ask me.”



“

  
You
  have no idea how right you are.”




  

    
Detective
    Smith got in his car and drove to Fredrick’s house. During the
    drive, he thought, 
  


  

    

      
Why
      the fuck would Fredrick rent a storage unit in the name of a
      dead
      teammate of Brian’s SEAL Team? What the fuck is going on?
    
  


  

    

    
  





  

    
He
    called the station and requested an emergency search warrant
    for
    Fredrick’s residence. 
  





  

    
While
    pulling onto Fredrick’s street, the station replied that the
    warrant had been signed. However, as Detective Smith pulled up
    to the
    house, he noticed several fire trucks at work. Someone had
    burned
    Fredrick’s home to the ground. 
  





  

    
Detective
    Smith was dismayed to know that Fredrick and Brian were gone
    and
    would not be found. Detective Smith sat in his car, wondering
    what to
    do next. The song “Human” by Rag ’n’ Bone Man played on the
    radio. Detective Smith listened to the lyrics. “I
    understand.”
  



 






 






 







  

    
Fredrick
    and Brian drove for many hours down single-lane highways and
    back
    roads. They avoided every central urban area and zigzagged to
    their
    destination. After four hours of driving, Fredrick and Brian
    found
    rest and privacy in a remote trailer on fifteen acres of
    Florida oaks
    and dense natural pine forests. The thick vegetation between
    the
    trees made the land almost impassable. 
  





  

    
The
    closest neighbors were more than fifteen miles away, enhancing
    the
    location’s seclusion. Without entering the Everglades, this
    spot
    was as far from civilization as one could get in Florida.
    Although
    the trailer had electricity, it lacked a television or internet
    access. Their cell phones offered little in terms of
    entertainment,
    either, with unreliable signal strength. On a good day, a cell
    phone
    might get one bar of signal strength for a few minutes at most.
    
  





  

    
Feeling
    a little bored, Fredrick looked around. “So, what should we do
    now
    that we are here? I do not see anything fun to do!” he said,
    trying
    to lighten the mood. “I must admit I am curious about what they
    are
    saying about me. Do you think the government and police are
    upset? I
    bet they are! Why are you not curious about what is going on?
    Are you
    not curious as to what they are saying? After last night’s
    fight in
    the diner, I can imagine every police force is looking for us.
    I bet
    every news channel is talking about us. We make a good team,
    you and
    I. Imagine what we could accomplish if we worked together like
    that,”
    he eagerly said.
  



“

  
Nope,”
  Brian replied with a slight smile. “I’m focused on enjoying this
  moment. The past isn’t allowed here. I come here to get away from
  it, not talk about it. I love the quiet—it’s so calming. Being
  away from the spotlight feels just right for me, and having some
  distance from the hustle of society brings me peace. Here, I can
  truly think, reflect on my thoughts, and contemplate my life and
  future. It’s nice to be alone without any distractions from
  others.”



“

  
Fine,
  we do not have to discuss last night. But surely, you cannot keep
  the
  world away forever. What if someone decided to visit?” Fredrick
  asked curiously.



“

  
Nobody
  is aware that this place exists,” Brian said.



“

  
Somebody
  must know. Somebody always knows. Your wife, your secretary, that
  cop
  friend of yours, Detective Smith,” Fredrick insisted.



“

  
Nope,”
  Brian said. “Nobody. I own this place, but it is not registered
  in
  my name or on my behalf. It holds no association with me in any
  legal
  capacity. No one would think to look for me here.”



“

  
Why
  would you have this place? What purpose does it serve? There is
  nothing here. Absolutely nothing. Just some trees, birds, and
  oxygen.
  That is it,” Fredrick complained.




  

    
Brian
    nodded in agreement. “Exactly. That’s all I desire when I want
    to
    escape from life: trees, chirping birds, and fresh air. The
    only
    other thing here is the food in the refrigerator and some
    whiskey at
    the bar.”
  



“

  
Well,
  now you are talking about something I can appreciate. I would not
  mind having a drink,” Fredrick said as he moved to the bar to
  pour
  himself a drink. “Would you like one?” he asked politely.



“

  
No,
  thank you. I need to keep my mind sharp and stay focused,” Brian
  said.




  

    
Jolly
    and laughing, Fredrick said, “Counselor, the courts, the
    battles
    are all over. We won! Heck, you won. You can take a break and
    turn
    that big brain of yours off. There is no need for you to be
    quick-witted here. Not right now, at least. Have a drink with
    your
    brother.”
  



“

  
Thank
  you, but I’ll pass. Maybe later. I need to stay on point,” Brian
  said as he stared at Fredrick.



“

  
Do
  you even know how to let your hair down? Do you know how to
  relax?
  Fuck, I bet you could not relax in the mouth of a toothless
  whore,”
  Fredrick said with disdain. “You are far too uptight. If you do
  not
  find a way to unwind and release your stress and anxiety, you
  will
  die of a heart attack at a young age. My father died of a heart
  attack at a young age. Did I ever tell you that?” Fredrick
  asked.



“

  
No,
  no, you haven’t,” Brian said with little enthusiasm.



“

  
Well,
  he did. He died at forty-seven years old. Stress killed him. Like
  you, he never had an outlet for his stress, frustrations, anger,
  and
  rage. He kept it all inside until it exploded in his heart. That
  is
  not going to be me. I have an outlet. I know how and when to
  unleash
  all my stress. I bet my heart is healthy as a fiddle,” Fredrick
  bragged.



“

  
You
  unleash your rage on children. Is that how you manage stress and
  anger issues? Is that your secret to a healthy lifestyle?” Brian
  asked with a small tell of disgust.



“

  
Do
  not act like you are innocent, Counselor,” Fredrick said. “You
  have done the same things I have done. We are all guilty of sins
  in
  this life.”



“

  
Have
  I done what you have done?” Brian asked. “I do not recall killing
  children.”



“

  
No?
  Do you not think the people you have killed were someone’s
  children?” Fredrick asked. “They were merely older than the ones
  I killed. Besides, you have tortured and killed your share of
  people.
  Our actions are the same. We are no different. We share the same
  sins. We wear the same guilt.”



“

  
I
  thought you didn’t feel guilty for your actions,” Brian said. “I
  thought your actions were the evolution of the species, the
  strong
  preying on the weak, as nature intended.”



“

  
In
  that aspect, we are different,” Fredrick said. “I embrace who I
  am. You are still in denial. You are still fighting for who you
  are.
  You need to accept yourself and be true to your inner calling.
  Let go
  and accept your capabilities for what they are, and act on them.
  Only
  then will you truly be free.” 





  

    
Unbeknownst
    to Fredrick, that was exactly what Brian was doing, channeling
    his
    inner capabilities. Brian strategically positioned himself
    between
    Fredrick and the trailer's only exit, the front door.
  




  

    
Brian
    intentionally led Fredrick into a conversation that would
    eventually
    reveal his intentions. “Do you remember when we first met? Or
    the
    first day in court? It was a disaster,” Brian said.
  



“

  
Oh,
  I remember,” Fredrick said. “I was having second thoughts about
  hiring you. I thought maybe all the information I was given about
  you
  was false. ‘A genius intellectual who fears failure and wins at
  any
  cost’ was what I was told. I have to admit, I had my doubts about
  you the first day of court.”



“

  
I
  was struggling. I was still fighting with my inner demons. I
  grappled
  with my moral and ethical self and the idea of defending a . . .”
  Brian paused.



“

  
I
  believe the word you are looking for is a ‘monster,’” Fredrick
  said.



“

  
A
  man who is my equal intellectually but lacks the moral and
  ethical
  compass I hold dear and true,” Brian said.



“

  
Why
  do you still believe your actions are just and mine are wicked?”
  Fredrick asked. “What is the difference between what I have done
  and what you have done?”



“

  
You
  are correct,” Brian said. “You have tortured and killed people. I
  have tortured and killed people. In that respect, our actions are
  no
  different. In the beginning, I was torn about how I felt about
  having
  killed someone. The longer I was in a war zone, the less I cared
  about actually killing people. Toward the end, I admit I enjoyed
  killing people. I enjoyed killing the enemy. I felt that by
  killing
  them, I was making myself safer, making it safer for my men and
  my
  country. I relished learning about the body count of our
  missions.
  The higher the count, the better and more successful I felt the
  mission was.



“

  
When
  I found myself in a position where I had to torture people to get
  the
  information I desperately needed, I did not hesitate. When they
  resisted my attempts to get the information, I admit I enjoyed
  inflicting harm on them. I enjoyed hurting them. Once I got the
  information I needed, I no longer had a use for them, so I killed
  them and dumped their bodies. The mission always came first, and
  the
  body count did not concern me. It wasn’t even an
  afterthought.”




  

    
Intrigued,
    Fredrick asked, “How did it make you feel? To torture, to have
    power, to be in control?”
  



“

  
I
  liked it. I liked being in control. I liked having the power to
  decide who lives and who dies. It felt euphoric, godlike.”




  

    
Fredrick
    became excited and thrilled to hear Brian’s story. “How did it
    feel when you killed a helpless man, as opposed to killing an
    enemy
    combatant? Was there a noticeable difference in your feelings
    and
    thoughts?”
  



“

  
Yes.
  To me, killing an enemy in combat is similar to shooting paper
  targets,” Brian said. “You see a target. You neutralize it before
  it can neutralize you. It is that simple. It doesn’t require
  thought. There are no feelings involved. It is purely muscle
  memory. 




“

  
Conversely,
  killing a man bound and on his knees is different. That is where
  the
  feelings of control and power become noticeable. They tend to beg
  for
  their lives, acknowledge your power over them, submit to you, and
  suddenly, you’ve become their God. You decide their fate. That is
  a
  feeling that can only be understood after you experience it. It
  cannot be explained nor understood by those who have never felt
  it.
  Maybe a chemical in the brain is released only under those
  circumstances. I do not know. I know the only time I’ve
  experienced
  it is under those circumstances.”



“

  
You
  do know,” Fredrick said. “You do know the power, the feeling, the
  draw. Does it consume you? Does it haunt your memories and
  thoughts?
  Does it call you by name in the dark shadows of sleep?”



“

  
There
  isn’t a day that goes by that I do not think about it. Not one
  single day. Hence, all my PTSD counseling.”



“

  
You
  understand, then, why I am who I am,” Fredrick said. “You know
  the power. You understand the need. You get it. You see, we are
  the
  same after all. That power is a drug, and it is a drug that
  nothing
  else on Earth can compare to. It cannot be replaced by anything
  and
  can only be replicated by the next kill. When you see people,
  Muslims, Arabs, or anyone who represents your experiences in the
  Middle East, how do you feel about them? Does the thought of
  harming
  them enter your mind? Do you desire to kill them?”



“

  
Yes.
  I want to harm them and kill them,” Brian said. “But I am working
  on that in therapy. Not all Muslims are responsible for my
  experiences. Not all Arabs or Middle Eastern people are the
  enemy.
  Most people in the Middle East are kind and good people. The men
  I
  fought were the enemy, and they alone are responsible for their
  actions. Nobody else.”



“

  
I
  know you want to kill them,” Fredrick said. “But it is not
  because they are Muslim or Arab, but because of the power. The
  power
  is calling you. Your body is saying it wants to experience that
  feeling again. Maybe it is the chemical, as you suggested. I do
  not
  know. But I do know the calling is formidable and impossible to
  resist. For you, the calling comes in the form of Middle Eastern
  people. For me, it comes in the form of, well, everyone. Same
  calling, different wrapping.”



“

  
I
  do struggle with it. However, I haven’t acted on it here in the
  States. Not yet.”



“

  
Yet?
  I love it,” Fredrick yelled. “There is hope for you still. How
  did it come to be that you murdered your innocents? You know how
  I
  murdered mine. How did you murder yours?”



“

  
Let’s
  talk about that after we eat,” Brian said. “I am starving, and I
  bet you are too.”




  

    
Brian
    and Fredrick cooked dinner together and only discussed small
    talk or
    sang songs from Brian’s playlist.
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After
    dinner, Brian circled back to Fredrick’s question. “How did I
    murder my innocents? I’m not sure if they were entirely
    innocent.
    But the date was May 21st, 2014. My team, SEAL Team Eight, was
    on a
    mission on the outskirts of Afghanistan on the Iranian border.
    
  




“

  
Our
  intelligence suggested there was an active terrorist camp named
  Zaranj near the border that had US, NATO, and other friendly
  prisoners of war. A few days earlier, a NATO flight of two
  Blackhawks
  experienced mechanical issues and was forced to land in hostile
  territory. Enemy forces captured twenty-two NATO and civilian
  personnel. 




“

  
Our
  mission was to rescue the hostages and neutralize the site. My
  team
  flew in under the guise of twilight on a northern approach. We
  were
  listening to ‘Bodies’ by Drowning Pool when an anti-air defense
  missile system ambushed us from the Iranian side of the border.
  We
  had no clue those systems were there. We were two CV-22 Ospreys
  on
  approach when the missiles fired. The first widow-maker went down
  immediately in flames. The left wing was torn off the platform
  when
  the SAM hit. I was on the second bird, and our pilot managed to
  avoid
  the missile heading for us. She conducted a hard landing on the
  ground to avoid being shot down. 




“

  
Unfortunately,
  the landing was so hard that the fuselage cracked, and we were
  unable
  to take off. We landed somewhere between Sanjarani and Zaranj.
  The
  enemy camp was located northeast of us, about one click away.
  Once we
  were grounded, we secured the surrounding area and began working
  our
  way to the downed aircraft, which landed on the Iranian side of
  the
  border. Our close air support (CAS) team member called in for
  support. Within a few minutes, two faster movers arrived and
  began
  providing supportive fire, allowing us to close in on the downed
  aircraft.”




  

    
Fredrick
    sought clarification. “Fast movers?”
  



“

  
Fixed-wing
  aircraft,” Brian said. “Jets. F-18s.”



“

  
And
  what did they do?” Fredrick asked. “What is supportive
  fire?”



“

  
They
  dropped ordinance on the outskirts of our defensive perimeter,
  deterring any advance of enemy combatants,” Brian said. “Once we
  received clearance, we assaulted the location of our downed
  aircraft.”



“

  
How
  many of you were there? It does not sound like you would have
  enough
  men to conduct a rescue operation.”



“

  
First
  of all, we are Navy Seals,” Brian said. “One SEAL is equal to ten
  conventional fighters. We were traveling in two CV-22 Osprey
  aircraft. The two aircraft carried two eight-man SEAL teams, two
  aircrewmen, and four-person weapons systems teams.



“

  
When
  I landed, I had our eight SEALs and the four AWS. We hurried to
  the
  downed bird and secured the site. By the time we got there, the
  enemy
  had taken a few of the survivors to the camp. Of the personnel on
  Bird One, five were KIA from the crash. One died defending the
  bird
  from enemy fire. One was severely wounded and later died of his
  wounds. Three of my teammates and one AWS were missing. There was
  one
  AWS who was combat-ready. 




“

  
We
  returned the wounded teammate to our bird and started our assault
  on
  the camp. We had to retrieve the rest of our teammates and
  complete
  the mission. Two of the AWS team from our bird, along with one
  from
  the first bird, joined my men. Together, we totaled eleven. Our
  pilot
  and crew chief stayed with the bird and the one wounded
  teammate.



“

  
A
  predator UAV arrived and stayed in the area, providing eyes in
  the
  sky and maintaining communications with the rear. Three
  additional
  Widowmakers were en route to provide evac for the POWs once we
  secured them.”



“

  
You
  were assaulting an enemy stronghold with only eleven men?”
  Fredrick
  asked.



“

  
We
  may have been eleven numerically, but eight Navy SEALs fight like
  twenty-four men,” Brian said. “Plus, we had close air support. We
  were fine.” Brian paused, staring off into space with a blank
  expression. 





  

    
Fredrick
    called his name to get him to continue the story. “Brian, hey
    man,
    hello! Are you there? Where did you go? You must tell me what
    happened next.”
  



“

  
What?
  Oh yes, sorry,” Brian said. “Anyway, we formulated a plan to
  attack the camp, and we redistributed ammunition and supplies.
  Then,
  we attacked the camp. As we approached, we watched the SEAL team
  leader, Commander Greene, be executed. We were too far away to
  stop
  it. 




“

  
I
  split my team into three. My sniper and his spotter took up a
  position to the south, and I took the Alpha team to the north.
  The
  other half of my team went to the east. I set up an
  attack-by-fire
  position with my four-man SEAL team and the three AWS. The Bravo
  team
  maneuvered east and assaulted the building housing our teammates
  and
  managed to free all three of them. We all regrouped at a
  consolidated
  location to rearm and refit. There, we planned the assault on the
  hostage building.”



“

  
What
  was the enemy doing at this time?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
By
  this time, we were observing small-arms fire from the enemy,”
  Brian
  said. “We created a perimeter and buffer zone between the
  enemy and our landing zone. We were notified that SEAL Team Ten
  was
  fifteen minutes out. We set up a support-by-fire position and
  called
  in air strikes on the camp’s perimeter as a show of force. Since
  we
  didn’t know exactly where the hostages were, we couldn’t blow up
  any buildings, but we sure made a lot of stuff around the camp
  blow
  up, which kept the enemy disorganized.”



“

  
Now
  you have fourteen men. Ten Navy SEALs and four regular
  soldiers?”



“

  
Almost,”
  Brian said. “You are correct in that we had ten Navy SEALs. The
  other four were AWS. We reorganized into two teams. The Alpha
  team
  consisted of four SEALs and four AWS, while the Bravo team
  comprised
  six SEALs. I maneuvered Alpha about two hundred meters north due
  to
  the terrain. When crossing the previous kill zone, we encountered
  three men who were still alive. Team Bravo provided security
  while
  Team Alpha questioned the men.”



“

  
By
  questioning, you mean torture?”



“

  
It
  started as routine questioning,” Brian said. “We asked about the
  location of the US and NATO detainees. But the first man spat in
  my
  face and prayed that Allah kill us all. I hit him in the face
  with
  the butt of my weapon, knocking some of his teeth out. He sat up
  and
  just smiled, praising Allah again. Short on time and running out
  of
  patience, I pulled my Bowie knife out and slammed it into his
  thigh.”



“

  
Yes!
  That a boy!” Fredrick yelled.



“

  
He
  let out a scream and struggled to get his breath,” Brian said. “I
  asked again where the hostages were, but he would not answer. I
  twisted the knife back and forth, tearing his flesh. He almost
  passed
  out from the pain.”



“

  
Is
  it not wonderful how much pain a blade can inflict?” Fredrick
  said.
  “So much more than people imagine. Please, please
  continue.”



“

  
Still
  refusing to talk, I pulled the knife out of his thigh and began
  to
  fillet his left pectoral muscle off his chest. I ended up
  removing
  the entire muscle from his chest.




  

    
Fredrick
    leaned forward, listening intently.
  



“

  
Still,
  the man would not talk,” Brian said. “Running out of time, I put
  the muzzle of my weapon to his forehead and again asked him where
  the
  detainees were being kept. He looked into my eyes, and though he
  was
  brave, tears began forming. He knew I was going to kill him. And
  I
  did. I pulled the trigger, and his brains spattered all over the
  ground.”



“

  
He
  saw your inner beast. He saw your power, your rage. When he saw
  that
  in your eyes, he knew his fate; they can always see when they are
  about to die in your eyes. I have wondered what that looks like.
  What
  death looks like in a man’s eyes.”



“

  
I
  questioned the second man,” Brian said. “He pointed toward the
  camp but refused to comment on the prisoners. I shot him in the
  leg,
  but he still wouldn’t tell me what I needed to know. So, I shot
  him
  in the other leg. Surprisingly, he still would not speak. He just
  kept yelling at me in Arabic. I pulled my knife out and held it
  to
  his throat. He closed his eyes and prayed. I raised my knife and
  began to cut his left ear off.”



“

  
Oh,
  nice, that probably did the trick,” Fredrick said.



“

  
All
  he did was scream, cry, and pray,” Brian said. “I slid my knife
  under his nose and asked where the Americans were being held. He
  did
  not answer, so I cut upwards until I cut off his nose.”



“

  
He
  must be talking by now.”



“

  
The
  man would not talk,” Brian said. “Out of patience and out of
  time, I slit his throat and kicked his body to the
  ground.”



“

  
I
  guess he did not talk after all. That is very surprising.”



“

  
I
  grabbed the last man and pretty much started to beat the shit out
  of
  him with my fist without asking him anything,” Brian said. “He
  began yelling in English, saying everything I wanted to know. He
  gave
  us the camp location, where the Americans were being held, where
  the
  NATO prisoners were, and where the civilians were. He told me how
  many men were at the camp, what type of weapons they had, and
  more.
  The man sang like a bird. All of it proved to be vital
  information
  for our rescue mission.”



“

  
Of
  course he talked,” Fredrick said. “He saw what you did to the
  other two men. You broke him. You taunted him with terror, and he
  became your subject, your submissive, your servant. What did you
  do
  with him after he told you everything?”



“

  
Well,
  we had to continue with the mission, and we couldn’t take him
  with
  us, and we couldn’t risk leaving him behind,” Brian said. “While
  we contemplated what to do with him, we gave him water and a
  cigarette. As he sat there, he looked me in the eyes and told me
  the
  second man I killed didn’t speak or understand English. He said
  that was why he was answering all my questions in Arabic. He told
  me
  he kept yelling in Arabic, ‘What do you want to know?’ and, ‘I
  will tell you anything. Please don’t hurt me.’ However, my rage
  overwhelmed me, and I lacked the patience to wait for the
  translation
  to be completed. Perhaps I always intended to kill him. I don’t
  know. Maybe I had already decided I wanted the third man to talk,
  and
  the first two were worthless to me.”



“

  
Ah,
  whatever it was, it worked,” Fredrick said. “The third man
  talked, so it was all necessary and worth it.”



“

  
As
  he sat there, drinking his water, I shot him in the back of the
  head.
  He had no idea he was going to die. He did everything I asked of
  him,
  and I still shot him. I used to think I killed him because he was
  trying to guilt me into feeling bad about killing the second man.
  Now, I believe I killed him for no reason at all.”



“

  
No,
  you killed him because he was a burden to your resolve and your
  mission,” Fredrick said. “He was deadweight and had to die. It
  was the only way. As much as I want to believe you killed him
  because
  you wanted to, I do not.”



“

  
That’s
  what I’ve been telling myself for twelve years,” Brian said. “I’m
  not sure if I believe that anymore, either.



“

  
Again,
  I took the Alpha team to the northern part of the camp and set up
  an
  attack-by-fire position. The enemy responded to our attack and
  set up
  a defensive position. Bravo team maneuvered southeasterly and
  cleared
  the first hostage building. Ten of the twenty-two hostages were
  freed. Bravo team went to the second building and freed the
  remaining
  twelve hostages. All the team members repositioned to the north.
  




“

  
The
  first Blackhawk landed where my bird was and secured the two AWS
  teammates. After they arrived at our location, we loaded the
  hostages
  on the two Blackhawks, and they took off, returning to base. My
  team
  of SEALs waited for SEAL Team Ten's arrival. We set up a hasty
  defense and waited. Once SEAL Team Ten landed, they coordinated
  with
  us via comms radio. 




“

  
They
  had landed on the eastern side of the camp about two clicks out.
  It
  took them about twelve minutes to set. Once they were set, they
  opened fire on the camp. Their Alpha and Bravo teams were about
  two
  hundred yards apart—one slightly northeast of the camp and one
  slightly southeast of the camp. They took turns firing on the
  camp.
  Bravo team then fired everything they had at the camp to distract
  while Alpha team reloaded. Once Bravo went ‘bingo,’ my team, whom
  we will call Charlie, assaulted the camp from the west and set up
  an
  attack-by-fire position on its edge. 




“

  
While
  we were firing on the camp, Alpha team relocated to the north
  side of
  the camp. As soon as they were set, we shifted the fires to the
  south, and Alpha assaulted through the camp. As the Alpha team
  cleared the camp, the Bravo and Charlie teams established a
  support-by-fire position and neutralized any deserters. After
  Alpha
  cleared the camp, they set up a hasty defense in the southern
  part of
  the camp. 




“

  
The
  Charlie team conducted a second sweep of the camp to ensure it
  was
  clear, then set up a hasty defense on the southwest side. Bravo
  transitioned from a support-by-fire position to a hasty defense
  on
  the southeastern side of camp. We received communications from
  the
  UAV that a large paramilitary force was traveling from Zaranj.
  The
  report estimated that between 250 and 300 hostiles were inbound.
  




“

  
We
  called for CAS, but they were about twelve minutes out. About one
  click outside the camp, the enemy formation broke into three
  smaller
  units. One traveled to the west of the camp, one to the east, and
  one
  stayed in the south. All three of their units simultaneously
  attacked
  and pushed toward the camp. We stood our ground and defended for
  about nine minutes before we started taking casualties. 




“

  
I
  sent my sniper team farther north and west to set up an
  attack-by-fire position. There, they were able to pick off enemy
  fighters from a distance of 1,900 yards. Slowly, our teams were
  pushed back to the camp itself. Alpha and Bravo teams
  repositioned
  one click north of the camp. Once SEAL Team Ten was set, Charlie
  fell
  back to a position one click northwest of the camp. The enemy
  units
  converged on the camp and methodically cleared the building. My
  sniper team and Team Ten’s sniper team continued to wreak havoc
  on
  the enemy fighters. 




“

  
We
  got a call from ‘Vapor,’ one of the two F-18s inbound. She
  confirmed our locations, and we initiated a close-air-support
  danger-close mission. Vapor dropped the first set of munitions,
  destroying about half the camp, and her wingman, Venom, dropped
  the
  second set of munitions, destroying the camp. 




“

  
Remnants
  of the enemy fighters continued to resist, but we felt everything
  was
  under control. That’s when the artillery and mortar rounds
  started
  landing on our positions. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
  thought it was a good idea to fire on us. Unfortunately, they did
  have some lethal effects. 




“

  
Iranian
  120 mm mortars fired on my sniper team’s position, killing one of
  my teammates and wounding the other. Russian-made 155 mm
  artillery
  rounds impacted all around my team’s position and that of SEAL
  Team
  Ten. My team suffered four KIAs from the artillery. One minute,
  they
  were fighting a few yards away. Next, they were gone. An
  artillery
  round vaporized them. SEAL Team Ten suffered seven ambulatory
  wounds.
  Vapor and Venom returned and delivered their entire payload on
  the
  Iranian artillery and mortar positions. The fire stopped
  immediately.
  The few remaining enemy fighters returned to Zaranj.



“

  
Believe
  it or not, the entire fight only lasted about twenty minutes,”
  Brian said. “While we regrouped, two air weapons teams—Army
  Apache helicopters—arrived and provided us with air support. With
  their close air support, we secured the camp and gathered all the
  fighters who hadn’t died or surrendered. There were nine of them.
  One by one, I shot them in the head. When I heard the
  reverberation
  of the incoming Windowmakers, I stopped shooting them. Two enemy
  prisoners remained alive.”



“

  
What
  did you do with them?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
We
  boarded them on the evac helicopter along with some of our dead,”
  Brian said. “The crew of the evac bird was visibly distraught
  over
  the composition of the bodies of our fallen. For some of my men,
  all
  we could recover was an arm or a leg. In one instance, it was
  just
  his head. On the return flight, we flew at extremely high
  altitudes
  to avoid missile fire. Unfortunately, both of the enemy prisoners
  jumped out of the helicopter before we reached our base.”




  

    
Fredrick
    laughed. “You did say they were prisoners, right? Were they not
    bound? They must have been bound and secured. How exactly did
    they
    jump?”
  



“

  
They
  were zip-tied, yes,” Brian said.



“

  
Well,
  how the hell were they able to jump then?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
They
  may have had help.”




  

    
Fredrick
    laughed. “Oh. Well, that makes perfect sense. It is a fitting
    ending for them. How many enemy soldiers did you end up killing
    at
    the camp?”
  



“

  
I
  can’t be sure of the exact number, but the Battle Damage
  Assessment
  was upwards of forty-plus for the team on the camp itself,” Brian
  said. “Another 218 bodies were estimated to have been neutralized
  during the counterassault with SEAL Team Ten.”



“

  
How
  many do you think you killed?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
I
  did my job. I got my fair share of kills.”



“

  
We
  are certain of twelve killed by your hands,” Fredrick said. “I am
  guessing you probably killed at least fifty or sixty more
  fighters in
  that big fight. Couple that with some of the forty-plus your team
  killed during the initial fight. That is roughly ninety-plus
  people.
  Of course, that is just from the one mission. Assuming you have
  killed others during other missions, your number exceeds mine,
  Counselor. My, my, you are a killer. I was right about you all
  along.
  The beast within you has a voracious appetite. I believe today is
  the
  best day of my life. Thanks to my terrific lawyer and new friend,
  I
  am now free of all charges, and I have finally found a companion
  who
  understands my mind, urges, and desires. I was beginning to think
  I
  was the only one. But here you are. Standing right in front of
  me.”




  

    
Brian
    stared at Fredrick without losing eye contact. A natural
    predator,
    Fredrick became uncomfortable with the eye contact and turned
    to get
    another drink. As he poured his drink, he asked, “Is this why
    you
    go to all that counseling? Because you have PTSD from
    Afghanistan? I
    am not sure why you need counseling. You should be embracing
    your
    beast, not trying to cure it.”
  




  

    
Brian
    turned on a playlist on his iPhone. The first song to play was
    “Heathens” by Twenty One Pilots. “Partially. What I didn’t
    tell you was that one of the men killed on that mission was my
    best
    friend. My childhood friend. My only friend. His name was
    Patrick
    Smith, or Pat Daddy as we called him. He had a twin brother,
    Gregory
    Smith. You know him as Detective Smith.”
  



“

  
No
  shit!” Fredrick yelled. “Ah, that is why Detective Smith has such
  a hard-on for you. He blames you for killing his twin
  brother.”



“

  
No.
  It’s not like that. He looks after me. He protects me and treats
  me
  like a little brother. We both suffered a tremendous loss that
  day.
  He’s never blamed me for Pat’s death.”



“

  
No
  offense, Counselor, but Detective Smith losing his twin brother
  versus you losing a best friend, his loss is far greater than
  yours,”
  Fredrick said. “Not that I am standing up for or defending that
  son
  of bitch. I couldn’t give a fuck about his loss. However, I would
  not be surprised if he secretly blamed you for his brother’s
  death.
  You should be wary of him.”



“

  
I
  suffered more loss than he has. More than you know.”



“

  
Okay,
  go on, do tell,” Fredrick said. “I will sit here and nurse my
  beer while you pour your little heart out to Uncle
  Freddy.”



“

  
On
  the second anniversary of Pat Smith dying during the failed SEAL
  Team
  Eight mission in Afghanistan, I found myself at a bar with my
  wife,
  Shanna, and Detective Smith,” Brian said.



“

  
What
  do you mean by a failed mission?” Fredrick asked. “You killed
  over 250 enemy fighters and rescued all the hostages. That very
  much
  sounds like success to me.”



“

  
Of
  my sixteen-man team, only four survived,” Brian said. “That is a
  failure.”



“

  
Waah.
  That is what they get paid for. They did their job. Get over
  it!”



“

  
We
  were celebrating or remembering Pat and all the fallen,” Brian
  said. “Things were going well when, suddenly, I had this
  overwhelming urge to leave. My emotions became unbearable, and I
  had
  to remove myself from the situation. I got in my car and prepared
  to
  drive home. My wife got in the front passenger seat. As he was
  not
  yet a detective, Officer Smith got in his car and followed us to
  ensure we got home safely. 




“

  
We
  were sitting at a red light a few minutes from the bar, and
  Officer
  Smith was right behind us. Shanna and I were arguing about
  whether I
  should be driving or not because I had been drinking. The light
  turned green, and I went forward when a speeding car came from
  the
  right side and slammed into our car, cutting it in half. My wife
  and
  I were rushed to the hospital, where she eventually died of her
  wounds. I survived with a concussion, many broken bones, and
  lacerations. 




“

  
Turns
  out, the driver of the other car was an eighty-eight-year-old man
  who
  had a stroke while driving. He died on the scene. Police suspect
  he
  was traveling approximately 145 miles per hour when he impacted
  our
  car.



“

  
Anyhow,
  I had been drinking that night. I had at least seven drinks when
  we
  left the bar. I often think about the accident. I replay the
  events
  in my head over and over. I saw the car coming from the right,
  but
  for some reason, I didn’t hit the brakes or try to avoid it.
  Everything slowed down, as if it were in slow motion, and I
  couldn’t
  move. I was paralyzed and could not react. I can’t explain it. I
  don’t know what happened. I know I was legally drunk and had no
  business driving that night. The accident wasn’t the old man’s
  fault, because he had a stroke and died. I had nobody to blame.
  So, I
  blamed myself. My wife was dead because I did nothing to protect
  her.
  She died on the same day my best friend had died two years
  earlier.
  That day, May 21st, is the worst day of the year for me.”



“

  
If
  the other car was going 145 miles per hour, whether you had been
  drinking or sober, I do not think the outcome would have been any
  different, quite the opposite,” Fredrick said. “You being drunk
  may have saved your life. Why are you telling me all this? It
  will
  not change how I feel about you. I do not blame you for her death
  any
  more than I blame you for your Patrick’s death.”



“

  
I
  remained in the hospital for several months,” Brian said. “Seven,
  to be exact. One day, the nurses came into my room and offered a
  solution to my problem.”



“

  
What
  problem was that?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
I
  needed to decide if I was going to keep or give up my newborn
  son,”
  Brian said.



“

  
Your
  wife was pregnant?!” Fredrick asked, shocked.



“

  
Yes,
  she was nine months pregnant. Although she died, the doctors were
  able to save the baby. He was a few weeks premature and had to be
  kept in a special NIC unit until he was stable enough to survive
  on
  his own. Otherwise, he was, for the most part, healthy. I didn’t
  know what to do. I didn’t feel like being alive myself, let alone
  raising a baby. And I was afraid that every time I looked at him,
  I
  would see her, and I felt guilty for killing his mother.”



“

  
Your
  son was born on the same day your wife died, the same day your
  best
  friend died, the same day you lost your career in the navy,”
  Fredrick said. “I can see how that would make celebrating
  birthdays
  problematic.”



“

  
The
  nurse told me about the couple who were fostering and how they
  were
  seeking to adopt,” Brian said. “They were a young couple. She was
  fresh out of medical school, and he was an elementary school
  music
  teacher. They couldn’t have children of their own and were
  looking
  to adopt. They were both Christians and seemed like a good couple
  who
  could provide my son with a loving, caring, safe home. I thought
  about it and decided to give him up for adoption to that family.
  It
  was a closed adoption, meaning I was not allowed to have contact
  with
  him ever again. The agency periodically updated me on his
  well-being,
  but I never saw him again. I only had one stipulation for the
  adoption. I wanted to name the baby. That was not optional and
  was a
  deal breaker for me.”



“

  
What
  did you name him?” Fredrick asked.




  

    
Brian
    redirected. “How were you able to kill Ms. Schlitz?”
  



“

  
Well,
  there is a curveball if I have ever seen one.”



“

  
I
  want to understand everything fully,” Brian said. “There are some
  things I haven’t quite worked out. This is one of them.”



“

  
I
  paid someone to do it and to place my DNA inside her remains,”
  Fredrick said.



“

  
Who
  did you pay?” Brian asked. “What did you pay them?”



“

  
Who
  they were is not an important fact, Counselor. What I paid them
  was
  the location of their five-year-old daughter, who was still alive
  and
  well. Believe it not, she was unharmed.”



“

  
They
  killed Ms. Schlitz and her partner to get their daughter back?”
  Brian asked.



“

  
After
  showing them photos of some of my victims, they were more than
  motivated.”



“

  
What
  about the meeting?” Brian asked. “How did you set that
  up?”



“

  
I
  paid someone to deliver all the packages on the dates I
  instructed
  them to,” Fredrick said. “A letter was sent to one of the court’s
  police officers. It said to place the note on Ms. Schlitz’s desk,
  or my followers would kill his entire family. The note was pretty
  simple. It said, 


  

    

      
‘Meeting
      tomorrow at the prison to discuss a plea bargain in exchange
      for a
      confession. Brian Ross.’
    
  


  

    

    
  


  

    
”
  



“

  
Do
  you have followers?” Brian asked.



“

  
Counselor,
  I am offended. You act as if you do not know me.”




  

    
How
    did you know about 
  


  
Sanjarani


  

    
?
    Did Reed tell you? Who are you to him?”
  



“

  
What
  makes you think I knew about 


  
Sanjarani
  before you told me?” Fredrick asked.



“

  
Someone
  was feeding the press,” Brian said. “That person was you. Only
  four individuals were aware of what transpired, and two of them
  were
  deceased. I am one of the remaining two, meaning you must have
  communicated with the other person while they were still alive.
  After
  considering this, Reed was the only one it could have
  been.”



“

  
Jerome
  Reed is my nephew by marriage,” Fredrick said. “After his parents
  passed away, he had no relatives left, so I raised him until he
  enlisted in the Navy. Following his service in Afghanistan, he
  returned to live with me. One day, he stumbled upon some of my
  trophies and touched them without my permission. This infuriated
  me,
  so I kicked him out. One night, he trailed me to one of my crime
  scenes. After I departed, he entered the house to investigate
  what
  I’d done. While he was examining the body—”



“—

  
A
  police officer arrived and found him holding the pillow and the
  remains of Rosemary Perry,” Brian said. “DNA testing showed a
  partial match, and everyone presumed it was only a partial match
  because it was a weak sample.”




  

    
Brian
    and Fredrick stared at each other. Brian cracked his neck and
    shoulders. Fredrick turned sideways. 
  




“

  
Is
  that what this entire thing is about?” Brian asked.
  “Reed?”



“

  
He
  was the only family I had left. Everyone else is dead. When you
  failed to produce a not guilty verdict, and he went to prison, it
  angered me, especially knowing that he was innocent of the crime.
  But
  when he was murdered in jail, I became obsessed with you. Jerome
  said
  so many good things about you: how brilliant you were, how strong
  you
  were, how you always accomplished the mission no matter what the
  odds, and how you were not afraid to break the rules to win. I
  thought you would have succeeded, but you did not. As a result,
  Jerome, my only living family member, died in prison.”



“

  
So
  you staged this entire thing so I could wipe away all your
  crimes,
  which is what I should have done for Jerome,” Brian said.



“

  
Justice
  was finally served,” Fredrick said. “However, you and I are the
  only ones who will ever know about it. Jerome was innocent but
  found
  guilty, and he died because of it. I am guilty and should die,
  but I
  was found innocent and freed. I figured your wrongs needed
  correcting. I am your penance.”




  

    
There
    was a natural pause in the conversation. Both Fredrick and
    Brian
    stared at each other like two lions sizing each other up before
    battle. The song “What I’ve Done” by Linkin Park started to
    play on the playlist.
  



“

  
Do
  you remember when the media coined you the Birthday Killer?”
  Brian
  observed Fredrick start to fidget and get uncomfortable. 





  

    
Fredrick
    wasn’t sure why he was getting anxious, and he frantically
    tried to
    make sense of the conversation.
  



“

  
Yes,
  I remember,” Fredrick said. “That was a horrible name. I hated
  it. Why do you ask?”



“

  
Why
  did they call you that?”



“

  
I
  assure you it was not intentional on my part,” Fredrick said.
  “But
  as it turns out, a few of the children I killed, I killed them
  and
  disposed of their bodies on their birthdays. I was unaware of
  this
  fact at the time. I certainly would have used that information
  and
  celebrated with them if I had known. But I did not. A missed
  opportunity, I guess you could say.”



“

  
Three
  of the children you killed, you killed on their birthdays: two
  girls
  and a boy,” Brian said. “Stephanie Cooper, aged four, Svetlana
  Spassky,


  

  aged ten, and 


  

    
Ansel
    Keller, aged eight
  


  
.”



“

  
As
  I said, I was not aware that I killed them on their birthdays at
  the
  time of their demise. It was not until the media started calling
  me
  the Birthday Killer that I pieced it together. What a stupid name
  to
  call a serial killer. I detest that name.”



“

  
I
  can’t imagine the terror those kids felt on a day that was
  supposed
  to be filled with joy, laughter, presents, cake, and friends and
  family, and was instead filled with a horrifying death at the
  hands
  of a psychopath.”



“

  
Boo-hoo,”
  Fredrick said. “What is your point?”



“

  
You
  killed Stephanie Cooper on November 11th, 2016, Svetlana Spassky
  on
  March 17th, 2017, and Ansel Keller on May 21st, 2022.”



“

  
You
  just told me that, Counselor.”




  
Brian
  repeated himself. “You killed Stephanie Cooper on November 11th,
  2016, Svetlana Spassky on March 17th, 2017, and Ansel Keller on
  May
  21st, 2022.”



“

  
Ansel.
  That is a very unusual name,” Fredrick said with a puzzled look.
  “I
  remember Ansel. He’s the one I starved to death, correct? Oh, I
  had
  lots of fun with that one. Of all the children I spent time with,
  he
  was my favorite.”



“

  
You
  killed Stephanie Cooper on November 11th, 2016, Svetlana Spassky
  on
  March 17th, 2017, and 


  

    
Ansel
  


  

  Keller on May 21st, 2022.”



“

  
For
  fuck’s sake, stop repeating that!” Fredrick yelled. “I know
  what fucking day I killed them. Stephanie on November 11th,
  Svetlana
  on March 17th, and Ansel on May 21st. What are you getting
  at!”




  
Brian
  stared at Fredrick, but Fredrick remained silent. 




“

  
My
  wife died on the second anniversary of Pat Smith dying, which was
  May
  21st,” Brian said. He continued to stare at Fredrick, expecting a
  response, but Fredrick did not respond again. “


  

    
My
    wife wanted to name him after her grandfather, and I wanted to
    keep
    that promise. So that’s where the name comes from. 
  


  
I
  named my son, the one I gave up for adoption, Ansel. Nancy and
  Edward
  Keller adopted him. He was born on May 21st, 2014, and died Ansel
  Keller on May 21st, 2022.”




  
Brian
  took a few steps toward Fredrick. “You see, Fredrick, May 21st
  has
  always been a day of devastation for me, but you did something I
  didn’t even think was possible. You managed to make May 21st even
  worse.”




  
Fredrick’s
  mood changed instantly. His eyes darkened, and his head tilted
  downward toward the floor. His breath became heavy, and he began
  to
  growl. He 


  

    
frantically
    looked around the kitchen for anything he could use as a
    weapon: a
    knife, a meat cleaver, a hammer, anything. But he found
    nothing. He
    opened every drawer and found nothing, not even a fork.
    Fredrick
    realized he was trapped and had no tools or weapons at his
    disposal.
    He slowly turned around to see Brian standing a mere foot
    behind him.
  



“

  
Are
  you going to kill me, Counselor?” Fredrick asked, his voice
  cracking from stress.




  

    
Brian
    did not respond. He continued to walk slowly and steadily
    toward
    Fredrick, closing the gap between them.
  



“

  
How
  are you going to kill me, Counselor?” Fredrick asked. “You do not
  have any weapons here. There are no knives or guns or anything
  you
  can use to kill me.”




  

    
Talking
    through his teeth with grit and anger, Brian replied, “I am the
    weapon.”
  




  

    
Fredrick
    growled and murmured, “And I am worshiped as a god!” Fredrick
    charged at Brian, and Brian used his forward momentum to throw
    him
    against the wall, quickly getting behind him and putting him in
    a
    chokehold. Brian held his position until Fredrick passed
    out.
  




  

    
While
    Fredrick lay unconscious, Brian put the SIM card back in his
    phone
    and checked whether Detective Smith had texted the code to
    confirm
    his family was safe. No sooner had he powered his phone on than
    it
    rang. It was Detective Smith.
  




  

    
Brian
    answered the phone. “Tell me good news.”
  



“

  
Where
  the fuck are you?” Detective Smith yelled.



“

  
That
  doesn’t matter,” Brian said. “Are Carolyn and Shanna
  safe?”




  

    
Detective
    Smith replied, “Yes. They are fine. Where the fuck are you? Let
    me
    come get you.”
  



“

  
I
  still have some work to do,” Brian said.



“

  
I
  figured it out, Brian,” Detective Smith said. “About Ansel. I am
  so sorry, man.” Brian did not reply. “Look, man, I get what
  you’re going through. I know what you’re thinking. You cannot go
  through with this. It will ruin your life.”



“

  
You
  don’t,” Brian said.



“

  
Okay,
  man, I don’t,” Detective Smith said. “Let me bring you in. Tell
  me where you are.”



“

  
It’s
  too late,” Brian said. “I have a plan. I will not deviate from
  it.”



“

  
Brian,
  I know what you are about to do. Don’t do it.”



“

  
You
  have no idea what I’m about to do.”



“

  
Brian,
  I do. And if you do this, you can’t ever return from it. You
  won’t
  be the same.”



“

  
You
  think that would be the worst thing I’ve ever done?” Brian asked.
  “You don’t know me. You know nothing about me. We are done here.”
  Brian looked at his watch. “Times up!” He hung up the phone. He
  then removed the SIM card.




  

    
Brian
    placed Fredrick in a chair and sat opposite him at the table.
    He ate
    a sandwich and drank water. He patiently waited for Fredrick to
    awaken. When Fredrick woke up, he looked around and saw Brian
    sitting
    across from him. Several knives and weapons were placed on the
    table.
  



“

  
What
  happened? I remember we were arguing, and then I woke up and saw
  you
  staring at me,” Fredrick said.



“

  
I
  put you in a chokehold until you were unconscious. You’ve been
  out
  for about twelve minutes.”



“

  
Why
  didn’t you kill me?”



“

  
We
  are not done yet,” Brian said.




  

    
Brian
    stood up and stared. Fredrick stood up and flipped the table
    over.
    Brian’s phone played “Numb” by Linkin Park. Brian and Fredrick
    stared at each other, neither wanting to make the first
    move.
  



 “

  
That
  chokehold won’t work a second time, Counselor.”




  

    
Brian
    did not reply. Brian and Fredrick engaged in a massive brawl
    that
    tested the limits of their physical endurance. Both Brian and
    Fredrick sustained small victories and serious injuries in the
    brawl.
    Brian grappled with Fredrick on the ground. Fredrick picked up
    a
    knife and slammed it into Brian’s rectus femoris muscle in his
    left
    leg. 
  





  

    
Brian
    quickly pulled the blade out and slammed it into Fredrick’s
    left
    deltoid muscle. Fredrick and Brian released their hold and
    created
    distance. Fredrick pulled the knife from his arm and lunged at
    Brian.
    Brian used Fredrick’s arm to flip him and twisted his shoulder,
    dislocating it. 
  





  

    
Brian
    released Fredrick, allowing him time to reset his shoulder and
    continue fighting. Brian rushed Fredrick and slammed him
    against the
    wall. Fredrick began to apply pressure to Brian’s eyes. Brian
    screamed in agony. Fredrick laughed and applied more pressure.
    
  





  

    
Brian
    grabbed Fredrick by the arm and bit a chunk of flesh from it.
    Fredrick screamed and let Brian go. Brian gathered himself and
    spat
    out the flesh. Fredrick picked up a large knife and waited for
    Brian’s next move.
  



“

  
Come
  on, Counselor,” Fredrick said, taunting Brian. “Make your
  move.”




  

    
Brian
    picked up a piece of the broken table and swung it at Fredrick.
    Fredrick struck the leg with his knife, getting it stuck. The
    two men
    grappled and fell to the ground. Each one took turns striking
    the
    other in the head, torso, and extremities. Fredrick ended up on
    top
    and pulled the knife from the table leg. With all his strength,
    he
    forced the knife toward Brian. Brian resisted with all his
    strength. 
  





  

    
The
    fight became a matter of endurance. Who would weaken first?
    Fredrick
    slowly inched the knife closer and closer to Brian. Brian
    pushed
    Fredrick with all his might and then suddenly pulled the knife
    toward
    him, redirecting it to his lower abdomen. The knife plunged
    into
    Brian’s lower abdomen. Brian grabbed the table leg and struck
    Fredrick across the head, knocking him off onto the floor.
    Brian
    removed the knife and slammed it into Fredrick’s buttocks.
    Fredrick
    let out an immense shriek. 
  





  

    
Brian
    stood up and dragged Fredrick by his foot to the middle of the
    Room.
    Brian did his best WWF impression when he jumped in the air and
    slammed down on Fredrick, placing his elbow into Fredrick’s
    back.
    Brian proceeded to pummel Fredrick. Brian broke Fredrick’s body
    one
    extremity at a time. He broke both of Fredrick’s wrists, arms
    at
    the elbow, legs at the knee, several ribs, and his jaw. Unable
    to
    move, Fredrick lay on the ground, trying to yell
    obscenities.
  




  

    
Brian
    stood over Fredrick. “I own you. You are mine. I am now your
    god.”
  




  

    
Brian
    picked up his phone and called Detective Smith. “I want you to
    hear
    something.”
  




  

    
Brian
    set the phone down, picked something up, and walked toward
    Fredrick.
  



“

  
You
  are right about a lot of things, Fredrick,” Brian said. “I have
  killed people. I am guilty of sin. But there is one major
  difference
  between you and me. Everything you have done, you have done
  because
  you are a psychopath. Everything I have done, I have done for the
  greater good. Everything I have done has been to save lives, not
  to
  take them. Everything I have done, I have done with
  honor.”




  

    
Fredrick
    let out a horrific scream of terror and fear, then went
    silent.
  




  

    
Brian
    picked up the phone. “It’s done.”
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Brian
arrived at his weekly therapy session, sitting in the lobby,
bruised
and hobbling. Other veterans glanced his way but quickly diverted
their attention when Brian noticed them. He hobbled to the nurse’s
station, had his vital signs taken, and completed the intake
questionnaire. Brian then staggered to the doctor’s office on
crutches, where he waited.
    
  




  

    
Dr.
    Thompson entered the room and, with a concerned look, said, “My
    goodness, Brian. Every time I see you, you seem to be getting
    more
    and more beaten up. What does the other guy look like?”
  



“

  
You
  don’t want to know,” Brian said.



“

  
Are
  you all right?” Dr. Thompson asked gently. “Your injuries look
  pretty severe.”



“

  
I
  am suffering from several injuries: a few broken ribs, a broken
  leg,
  a deep flesh wound in my leg and abdomen, bruising around my
  eyes, a
  concussion, and had a collapsed lung. Oh, and of course, the
  numerous
  lacerations. Nothing a few hundred stitches and two surgeries
  couldn’t fix.”



“

  
Will
  this become a regular occurrence?” Dr. Thompson asked. “Should I
  keep medical supplies on hand in my office?”



“

  
Not
  this week.”



“

  
Would
  you like to discuss it?”



“

  
Can
  you remind me how patient confidentiality applies in comparison
  to
  the relationship between a lawyer and their client or a priest
  and
  their parishioner?” Brian asked.



“

  
Generally,
  therapists are not obligated to breach confidentiality regarding
  any
  past criminal acts,” Dr. Thompson said. She then elaborated on
  the
  exceptions to this rule and clarified their implications.




  

    
Brian,
    examining his cuts and bruises, noted, “You once asked why I
    defended Fredrick. I am genuinely passionate about the law and
    firmly
    believe that any changes to it could lead to chaos and anarchy.
    This
    was the primary reason I defended Fredrick so fervently.
    
  




“

  
It
  became evident that one of Fredrick’s victims was the child I put
  up for adoption. He killed my flesh and blood. When I found out,
  I
  felt a wave of shame and anger consume me. As I looked into the
  case
  further, it became clear that Fredrick would ultimately be
  acquitted.
  Even if I allowed him to get a guilty verdict, the appeals court
  would have overturned it. 




“

  
Fredrick
  was well aware of this. His understanding of this is precisely
  why he
  chose to submit to being arrested. He meticulously planned every
  detail of his arrest, including the evidence and trial. He
  considered
  everything. However, he overlooked one crucial detail: one of his
  victims would be my child. 




“

  
I
  also failed to realize that Fredrick orchestrated this entire
  scheme
  to get closer to me. Believing I was responsible for the death of
  his
  last living relative, Jerome Reed, Fredrick sought revenge.
  Ironically, that relative was a member of my SEAL Team in
  Afghanistan. It’s truly astonishing how small the world can be.
  Fredrick and I were destined to cross paths, and when we did, it
  was
  volatile.



“

  
You
  said Fredrick killed the child you gave up for adoption. The one
  you
  had with Shanna?” Dr. Thompson asked.



“

  
Yes,”
  Brian replied.



“

  
Now
  it makes sense why you referred to him in the past tense during
  our
  last session.”



“

  
I’ve
  been thinking a lot about May 21


  

    

      
st
    
  


  

    
,”
    Brian said. “It’s a very traumatic day. Where most people will
    have one traumatic event occur on any given day, I have five
    traumatic events on one calendar date.”
  



“

  
It
  is a lot. Would you like to talk about it?”



“

  
There
  isn’t a need,” Brian said. “As I mentioned, I’ve been
  contemplating it. Focusing on the loss and pain would make that
  day
  unbearable for anyone. No one could endure it. Understanding
  this, I
  have chosen to take ownership of my feelings. I dictate how they
  impact me, and I have chosen to celebrate the love of my
  teammates
  from SEAL Team Eight. I have chosen to celebrate my best friend,
  Pat,
  and take pride in knowing and loving him, as well as in our
  shared
  service to others. I have also resolved to cherish Shanna and
  Ansel.
  Although I never met him, I believe he is in heaven with his
  mother,
  Shanna. 




“

  
I
  am now committed to focusing on love and life, appreciating what
  I
  have, as Carolyn, Shanna, and Detective Smith do, even if he’s
  still upset with me. I now live for today and plan for tomorrow.
  Yesterday is in the past, and the only memories worth holding
  onto
  are those of love and friendship. There is nothing more to
  it.”




  

    
Dr.
    Thompson wiped away a tear while Brian presented his prologue.
    “I’ve
    never witnessed anyone bounce back so swiftly with such depth
    of
    insight and comprehension,” Dr. Thompson said. “You truly
    astonish me.”
  



“

  
You
  played your role well, Dr. Thompson, and for that, I will always
  be
  thankful.”



“

  
And
  what about Fredrick?”



“

  
He
  was essential,” Brian said. “In his peculiar way, he acted as the
  catalyst that saved me. Without him, I would likely still be
  mired in
  self-pity at the public defender’s office.”



“

  
I
  believe you would have eventually found your path, but he
  certainly
  pushed you to take action,” Dr. Thompson said. “By the way, where
  is Mr. Richardson?”



“

  
He
  won’t harm anyone again,” Brian said.



“

  
Do
  I want to know?”



“

  
It’s
  not a necessary detail to know, Dr. Thompson,” Brian said. “Let’s
  leave it at that.”



“

  
How
  are Carolyn and baby Shanna doing?”



“

  
Everything
  is going well,” Brian said. “I am always tired. With Shanna not
  sleeping and my recent injuries, I occasionally dream of a long
  vacation on a deserted island. Still, I wouldn’t trade it for
  anything. I love her dearly and feel incredibly blessed to have
  both
  her and Carolyn. We are doing very well.”



“

  
Are
  you experiencing any anxiety, dreams, or flashbacks?” Dr.
  Thompson
  asked.



“

  
No,
  not at all,” Brian said. “I’m in a wonderful place, and I
  believe I can finally see my life and trauma through a positive
  lens.
  Perspective is truly everything. I understand that there will be
  challenging days ahead, but I’m now ready to face them rather
  than
  avoid them.”




  

    
Dr.
    Thompson smiled. “I guess my work is done here.”
  




  

    
As
    Dr. Thompson and Ross walked out of her office, the TV in the
    waiting
    room aired breaking news.
  



“

  
Good
  evening, Tampa Bay. I’m Elsbeth Kinkaid, and this is Bay News 9.
  We
  have breaking news about another alleged serial killer being
  arrested. A man named Carl Anthony Townsend was arrested early
  this
  morning after neighbors reported a pungent odor emanating from
  his
  home. Police were dispatched and found the remains of six victims
  in
  the basement. Forensic teams from the city, county, and state
  police,
  as well as the FBI, are conducting an ongoing investigation. It
  is
  believed there are more victims to be discovered.”



“

  
What
  is the world coming to?” Dr. Thompson asked rhetorically.




  
Brian’s
  phone rang. “Yes, this is Brian Ross. I understand. How can I
  help?
  I see. I will. Absolutely,” he responded before ending the call.
  Brian smiled at Dr. Thompson.




  
Dr.
  Thompson glanced at the TV before returning her gaze to Brian,
  smiling. “Let me guess. You have a new client?”




  
Brian
  fixated on the TV, grinning mischievously. “Just as you said,
  Doc,
  I have a purpose.” As he walked away, he added, “I’ll see you
  in a few weeks?”
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