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Chapter 1: Welcome To Hell
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Danny Macready’s body tensed as the transport bus slowed down, the steel wheels clanking against the road as it neared its final stop. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, wrists shackled to a belt around his waist, feet bound together. The chains clinked as he adjusted his posture, the harsh sound cutting through the bus’s quiet, oppressive air. Every man on that bus—sixteen inmates in total—kept their heads low, eyes darting nervously to the guard in the front, who sat lazily with a shotgun resting on his lap.

The thick, acrid smell of sweat filled the bus, combining with the stench of fear. Danny felt the sweat drip down the back of his neck, the sting of it making him want to scratch, but his hands were chained, and it was useless. His mind raced back to the courtroom, to the stunned silence when the verdict was read. Manslaughter. Ten years. Redwood Penitentiary.

Ten years for one stupid, drunken mistake.

His knuckles whitened as he clenched his fists. He replayed the scene in his head for the hundredth time—the bar fight, the rage that had consumed him, the sickening crack of the man’s skull as Danny’s fist connected. He hadn’t meant to kill him. It was supposed to be a regular brawl, nothing more. But it was that one punch that had taken it too far. Now, here he was, being shipped off to the place he’d heard whispers about ever since his trial began: Redwood.

The bus jerked to a halt, and the guard up front rapped the butt of his shotgun against the metal railing, signaling them to get ready. Danny inhaled deeply, his chest tightening as the double doors of the bus hissed open. Outside, a bleak, gray sky loomed over a structure that looked like something out of a nightmare. Redwood Penitentiary stood towering and foreboding, its concrete walls stretching high, crowned by barbed wire that seemed to shimmer ominously under the dim daylight.

The other inmates shuffled forward, stepping off the bus one by one, chains rattling like a ghostly symphony. Danny was the last to step off, his feet hitting the ground with a thud. He squinted up at the towering walls, the faintest glimmer of dread creeping into his gut. But he quickly swallowed it down. He couldn’t afford to show fear here. Not in a place like this.

As he stepped forward, a heavyset guard with a crooked grin approached. “Fresh meat,” the guard spat, his breath reeking of tobacco. “Welcome to Hell, boys.” He took his baton and tapped it against the nearest inmate’s leg, making the man flinch. “You’ll be real comfortable here. Just follow the rules.” The last part dripped with sarcasm.

Danny’s eyes scanned the yard as they were led through the main gates. The air felt different inside, thicker, almost stifling. Men lined the edges of the yard, eyes sharp and predatory. Some were lifting weights, others leaned against the fence, their stares fixed on the new arrivals. Danny felt their gaze burn into him, assessing him, sizing him up. He met a few of their eyes, not backing down. He wouldn’t be seen as weak, not here.

The group was herded toward a checkpoint where more guards awaited, their faces void of any emotion as they patted the prisoners down. Danny barely registered the hands that searched his body; his mind was too focused on what lay ahead. Once inside those walls, he knew everything would change.

They were led through a long, dimly lit hallway. The overhead lights buzzed faintly, casting flickering shadows that danced across the grimy walls. The smell of sweat, decay, and something far worse—something metallic and thick—hung in the air. Danny’s stomach churned, but he forced himself to keep walking. He had been in fights before, brutal ones. As an MMA fighter, pain was a friend, an old companion. But this? This was different. The weight of Redwood’s oppressive atmosphere pressed down on him with every step, like walking into a tomb that had already decided his fate.

At the end of the hallway, they were funneled into a large, open room where a man in a dark blue uniform stood waiting. His presence exuded authority, the kind that came with years of ruling a place like Redwood. Warden Callahan.

“Line up!” the guards barked, shoving inmates into place. Danny found himself standing between a wiry man with too many tattoos to count and a burly giant whose breath reeked of rotting teeth. Neither looked at him, both focused intently on the warden.

Warden Callahan took his time, pacing slowly in front of the prisoners, his hands clasped behind his back. He was an older man, late fifties maybe, with graying hair neatly combed back and a face that had seen too much. His eyes, though, were cold—empty of anything resembling empathy or mercy.

“Gentlemen,” Callahan began, his voice calm but carrying an underlying threat, “you are no longer free men. This is Redwood Penitentiary. In here, you belong to us. Your past lives, your families, your hopes—they mean nothing now. The only thing that matters in Redwood is survival.” He paused, letting the words sink in.

“You will work when we tell you to work. You will eat when we tell you to eat. And you will fight when we tell you to fight.”

Danny’s heart skipped a beat at the last part. Fight? He didn’t like the sound of that, though he’d expected it. Redwood wasn’t just a prison. It was a place for the discarded, the ones no one cared about. Rumors had swirled for years about the things that went on behind these walls, whispers of an underground fight ring—one that made use of the most dangerous inmates for the entertainment of the guards and certain...outside parties.

But fight when they tell you to fight? What did that mean exactly?

Callahan’s lips curled into a thin smile, as if reading Danny’s mind. “Some of you may have heard stories about what goes on in Redwood. I won’t sugarcoat it. You will fight. For your life, for your pride, for our amusement.” His smile widened. “But make no mistake, you don’t have a choice.”

Danny’s hands tightened into fists at his sides. He wasn’t unfamiliar with violence, but being forced into it for someone else’s sick pleasure? That was something else entirely. Still, he kept his face blank, refusing to show anything. The last thing he wanted was to give these bastards the satisfaction of seeing his discomfort.

“Take them to processing,” Callahan ordered, turning his back on the group without a second glance.

As they were marched down another corridor, Danny’s mind raced. What had he just walked into? Redwood wasn’t just a prison—it was something far darker, far more twisted. And he was trapped in it.

They entered a processing room where the guards barked orders, stripping the prisoners down, handing them their prison uniforms. The clothes were scratchy, ill-fitting, and smelled faintly of bleach. Danny dressed quickly, the reality of his situation sinking in deeper with each passing second. This was his life now.

Once dressed, they were led into a holding area—a massive common space surrounded by cells. The room buzzed with activity: men played cards at metal tables, others lifted weights, some simply stood against the walls, watching. Always watching.

Danny’s assigned cell was in the far corner of the block. A small, cramped space with a thin mattress and a toilet bolted to the wall. No windows. No light except for the faint glow of the overhead fluorescent bulb that flickered intermittently.

As he sat on the edge of the bed, the weight of the past weeks came crashing down on him. He had been in control of his life once—a fighter, a man with a future. Now, all of that was gone. He was just another number in a place where survival meant brutality.

But there was something else nagging at him, something far worse. It wasn’t just the violence, the guards, or even the other prisoners that terrified him. It was the realization that, deep down, some part of him was built for this place. That the anger simmering inside him, the rage he had tried to bury after that night at the bar—it had never truly gone away. It was just waiting for the right moment to surface.

And Redwood, with its rules, its cages, and its blood-soaked history, would be the perfect place for it to come alive.

Danny lay back on the hard mattress, staring up at the flickering light, and let the full weight of his situation settle over him. Welcome to Hell, indeed.

The yard is a different kind of jungle. It’s a place where predation has a rhythm, a hum you can almost hear if you stand still enough. No one looks up. No one makes direct eye contact. That’s the rule. Keep your head down, mind your own business, survive. Except for one guy. He’s been staring at me since I stepped out here. There’s a glint in his eyes, the kind you see right before the fists start flying. I recognize it immediately. It’s not just anger—it’s hunger.

He’s a tall bastard. Built like a linebacker but with the scars of a guy who’s done more than just block and tackle. His name’s Vasquez. I heard about him before I even stepped into this hellhole. Rumors fly fast in a place like Redwood. Vasquez is the yard’s apex predator. If you make it onto his radar, you’re either gonna fight or you’re gonna bleed.

I’m still not sure how I’ve ended up on his hit list. I’ve been here for less than forty-eight hours. Kept my mouth shut. Stayed out of everyone’s way. That’s supposed to be the strategy. Lay low, learn the rules, and don’t draw attention. Except attention has a way of finding you in Redwood, and it’s found me.

Vasquez starts walking toward me. His posture is casual, hands in his pockets, like he’s taking a stroll in the park. But I know better. Every muscle in my body tenses, every instinct from my MMA days flaring to life. I can feel it already—the shift in the air, the subtle way the other inmates are backing away, giving us space. They know what’s coming.

I stand my ground. I’ve been in enough fights to know you never run. Running makes you prey.

“So you’re the new tough guy, huh?” Vasquez says, stopping a few feet away from me. His voice is smooth, with a hint of an accent. Mexican, maybe. But his words are sharp, laced with venom.

I don’t answer. There’s no point. He’s not looking for conversation.

“You know what happens to tough guys in Redwood?” he continues, his grin widening.

“Don’t care,” I mutter, locking eyes with him. I’m not gonna let this asshole intimidate me.

He chuckles, a low, dark sound that makes my skin crawl. “You will.”

And then he moves.

Vasquez is faster than I expected for a guy his size. He closes the distance in a split second, swinging a fist at my face. I dodge, but just barely. His knuckles graze my jaw, sending a jolt of pain down my neck. I stumble back, but I’m quick to regain my footing. Years of MMA training have made sure of that.

I throw a punch of my own, aiming for his ribs. It connects, but it feels like I just hit a brick wall. Vasquez barely flinches, his grin only growing wider.

“Come on, Macready,” he taunts, circling me like a predator toying with its prey. “Show me what you’ve got.”

I don’t waste any more time. I rush him, aiming a series of rapid jabs at his midsection. Each punch lands with a dull thud, but Vasquez absorbs them like they’re nothing. He blocks my final punch and retaliates with a brutal hook to my side. The impact knocks the wind out of me, and I double over, gasping for breath.

Before I can recover, his knee slams into my gut, and I hit the ground hard. Pain shoots through my body as I struggle to get up, but Vasquez isn’t done. He kicks me in the ribs, and I roll over onto my back, coughing up blood.

The yard is silent now. Everyone’s watching. The guards, the inmates, even the damn birds circling overhead—it’s like the whole world is waiting to see if I’m gonna break.

But I don’t break. Not yet.

I grit my teeth, pushing myself up onto my hands and knees. Vasquez is laughing again, enjoying the spectacle. To him, this is just another day in Redwood. Another victim to assert his dominance over.

But I’m not his victim.

I get to my feet, spitting blood onto the dirt. My body aches, my vision’s blurry, but I can still fight. I’ve been through worse.

I see it in his eyes—he wasn’t expecting me to get back up. That’s his mistake.

“Nice try,” I grunt, wiping the blood from my mouth.

Vasquez snarls, his smile fading. He charges at me again, this time with more fury. I brace myself, ready for the impact, but instead of meeting his charge head-on, I sidestep at the last second. His momentum carries him forward, and I take advantage of the opening, slamming my elbow into the back of his neck.

He stumbles, caught off guard. I don’t give him a chance to recover. I lunge at him, grabbing him by the back of the head and driving my knee into his face. I feel the sickening crunch of bone as his nose shatters. He howls in pain, blood gushing from his nostrils.

The crowd murmurs, a ripple of surprise washing over the yard. No one’s ever done this to Vasquez before.

I keep going, fueled by adrenaline. I land a series of punches to his face, each one more brutal than the last. His blood splatters onto my fists, staining the ground beneath us. Vasquez tries to fight back, but his movements are sluggish now. I’ve got him on the ropes.

But just as I’m about to land the final blow, something shifts inside me. A voice in the back of my head, faint but insistent, telling me to stop. Telling me this isn’t who I am. I’m not a killer. I’ve already taken one life by accident—I’m not about to take another.

I hesitate, my fist hovering in the air. Vasquez is on the ground, barely conscious, his face a bloody mess. I could end him right here, right now, but I don’t. I can’t.

That’s when the guards step in.

Two of them rush forward, yanking me away from Vasquez. They’re grinning, like this is all part of the show. One of them leans down, checking Vasquez’s pulse. He’s still alive, but just barely.

“Not bad, Macready,” one of the guards says, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Didn’t think you had it in you.”

I don’t respond. My knuckles are swollen and bloodied, but it’s not my blood. The taste of iron is still fresh in my mouth, the sound of Vasquez’s bones cracking still echoing in my ears.

They drag me away from the scene, past the silent crowd of inmates who are now watching me with a mixture of fear and respect. I can feel their eyes on me, judging me, measuring me. In Redwood, respect isn’t earned through words or deeds—it’s earned through violence.

As they haul me toward the solitary block, I catch a glimpse of one of the guards—Officer Reznor. He’s the one who gave me that look when I first arrived, the one that said I wasn’t gonna last long here. Now, he’s smirking, like he knew this was coming all along.

He says nothing as I’m shoved into the small, windowless cell. The door slams shut behind me, the metallic clang echoing through the cold concrete walls. I’m left alone with my thoughts, my body still throbbing from the fight.

I sit down on the hard floor, staring at the blood on my hands. It’s not mine, but it might as well be. I didn’t kill Vasquez, but I came close. Too close.

The adrenaline begins to fade, replaced by a sickening sense of dread. This is what Redwood does to you. It strips away your humanity, leaving nothing but raw, primal instincts.

I close my eyes, leaning my head back against the wall. I can still hear Vasquez’s voice, taunting me, telling me to show him what I’ve got.

I did.

And now, I’m not sure if I’ll ever be the same.
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Chapter 2: The Fight Club
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The mess hall at Redwood Penitentiary was always a carnival of noise and hostility. Shouting, trays slamming onto tables, the crackle of guards’ radios, and the occasional fist connecting with someone’s face. The air was thick with the smell of sweat, overcooked meat, and something sour that Danny couldn’t quite place, maybe desperation. Every sense felt dulled by the sheer weight of survival. The clattering echoed in his skull, and all around him was a blur of gray faces, angry mouths yelling, and fists clenched for the next meal.

Danny Macready sat alone, hunched over a tray of brown slop they dared to call food. His mind wasn’t in the room, though. It was miles away, in the middle of a bloodstained octagon, his hand raised in victory as the crowd screamed his name. The roars of fans. The bright lights. His entire life had been reduced to echoes and memories, like a VHS tape playing on repeat in the back of his skull. Only now, those cheers had turned to jeers. Now, his victories were the ones that had left him caged here.

The reality was simple. Redwood wasn’t a prison. It was a pit. A place where men fought to breathe, and sometimes, it wasn’t the oxygen that choked them—it was the rage.

“Macready.”

The voice cut through the chaos. It was cold, dripping with authority. A guard, the type that wore his uniform a little too tightly, his belly pushing against
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