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The first thing Marcus Almeida learned about prison was that innocence meant nothing behind concrete walls.

Nobody cared that he had never killed anyone.

Nobody cared that his brother was dead.

Nobody cared that the evidence against him had been wrong, manipulated, incomplete, or simply misunderstood.

The court had spoken.

The newspapers had spoken.

The jury had spoken.

And now the prison had spoken.
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That was the word attached to Marcus Almeida's name.

Twenty-nine years old. African American on his father's side, Portuguese on his mother's. Born in Newark, New Jersey, raised between two worlds, speaking English at school and Portuguese at his grandmother's house, Marcus had once believed that hard work and discipline could protect a man from almost anything.

Then his brother, Daniel, was murdered.

And Marcus was convicted of killing him.

Twenty-five years to life.

A sentence that had turned his entire existence into a countdown toward something that might never come.

But there was something the prosecutors had never understood about Marcus.

He had been a paratrooper.

Before prison, he had jumped from aircraft at thousands of feet above the ground. He had survived training designed to break men psychologically before it broke them physically. He had learned how to remain calm while everyone else panicked.

He knew how to endure pain.

He knew how to sleep anywhere.

He knew how to observe.

Most importantly, he knew how to survive.

But prison was different from war.

In war, the enemy wore a uniform.

Inside prison, the enemy could smile at you.

Marcus discovered that on his first week.

The first beating came in the cafeteria.

Three inmates surrounded him after another prisoner whispered the accusation that followed him everywhere.

"Brother killer."

Marcus could have fought.

He knew exactly how.

His military training had taught him how to break an arm in seconds. How to take down a larger man. How to incapacitate someone without wasting movement.

But Marcus remembered the judge's words.

Any further violent offense committed while incarcerated may result in additional charges.

So he took the punches.

He fell.

He stood up.

And he refused to kill anyone.

That decision would become one of the hardest things he had ever done.

Every day brought another test.

Insults.

Threats.

Food thrown at him.

Men deliberately provoking him, hoping he would lose control.

Guards who looked the other way.

Prisoners who wanted to make a name for themselves by attacking the man convicted of killing his own brother.

Marcus endured all of it.

Because he knew something nobody else knew.
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He was innocent.
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And somewhere outside those walls was the truth.

The real killer was still alive.

Marcus had no idea who that person was.

He didn't know why Daniel had been killed.

And he didn't know why the evidence had been arranged to point toward him.

But he knew one thing with absolute certainty.

He had not murdered his brother.

And one day, somehow, he would prove it.

Even if it meant escaping the most secure prison in America.

Even if it meant disappearing from the world.

Even if it meant becoming the most wanted man on the continent.

Marcus Almeida would get out.

He just didn't know yet that his escape would begin with an old prisoner, a forgotten map, and a secret buried for more than half a century.

A secret that would change everything he thought he knew about his family.

And before Marcus could find the truth...

He would have to escape hell.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1




[image: ]


The steel door slammed shut behind Marcus Almeida.

The sound echoed down the corridor.
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For a moment, nobody spoke.

Marcus stood alone inside his new cell, holding a small plastic bag containing everything the state had decided he was allowed to own.

Two shirts.

Two pairs of underwear.

A pair of prison-issued shoes.

A thin blanket.

A toothbrush.

A photograph of his mother.

And a Bible he had not asked for.

The cell was barely large enough to turn around comfortably.

Concrete walls.

A steel bed.

A toilet.

A sink.

One narrow window positioned too high to see through.

Marcus placed the plastic bag on the bed.

Then he looked at the number painted beside his door.
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He stared at it for several seconds.

That number was supposed to replace his name.

He refused to let it.

"My name is Marcus Almeida," he whispered.

Nobody answered.

He sat on the bed.

The mattress was thin enough that he could feel the metal frame underneath.

He leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees.

For the first time since his arrest, there were no lawyers.

No detectives.

No cameras.

No judge.

No jury.

Only silence.

And in that silence, Daniel's face returned.

His younger brother.

His smile.

His voice.

The ridiculous jokes he used to make.

The last conversation they had.

Marcus closed his eyes.

He could still hear Daniel saying:

"You worry too much, Marcus."

Marcus opened his eyes.

"Yeah," he whispered.

"I should have worried more."

Footsteps approached outside.

Marcus immediately became alert.

Three guards walked past the cell.

One stopped.

He looked through the small window in the door.

"You the Almeida kid?"

Marcus looked at him.

"My name is Marcus."

The guard smiled without humor.

"Not in here."

He continued walking.

Marcus watched him disappear.

Then he heard laughter from somewhere farther down the corridor.

Someone had already told them.

The guards knew.

The prisoners knew.

Everyone knew.
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He had been convicted of killing his own brother.
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That night, Marcus didn't sleep.

He lay on his back, staring at the ceiling.

His military training had taught him to sleep lightly. Four hours was enough when necessary. Sometimes less.

But this wasn't combat.

There was no perimeter.

No visible enemy.

No predictable battlefield.

Every sound could mean something.

A door opening.

Keys rattling.

A distant shout.

Someone crying.

Someone laughing.

Then, at 2:17 in the morning, Marcus heard footsteps stop outside his cell.

He opened his eyes.

Three shadows appeared beneath the door.

Marcus didn't move.

The lock didn't open.

One of the men spoke quietly.

"Almeida."

Marcus remained silent.

"Hey, murderer."

Nothing.

"You awake?"

Marcus continued staring at the ceiling.

The footsteps eventually disappeared.

He waited another five minutes before moving.

Then he sat up.

His military instincts were telling him something.

They were testing him.

Seeing whether fear would make him react.

Marcus smiled faintly.

They had chosen the wrong man.

He had spent years learning how to remain calm when bullets were flying past his head.

Three voices in a corridor weren't going to break him.

But Marcus also understood something else.

He couldn't fight everyone.

Not here.

Not now.

If he hurt someone badly, the state would use it against him.

If someone died, his sentence could become something far worse.

So Marcus made himself a promise.
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He would never kill another man inside this prison.
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Not unless there was absolutely no other choice.

He lay down again.

And waited for morning.

Morning came with a metal tray sliding through the opening in his door.

"Breakfast!"

Marcus looked at the food.

Eggs.

Toast.

Something that claimed to be sausage.

He picked up the tray.

When he entered the cafeteria later, hundreds of prisoners were already eating.

Marcus immediately felt the atmosphere change.

Heads turned.

Whispers began.

"That's him."

"That's Almeida."

"Brother killer."

Marcus kept walking.

He found an empty seat.

He sat.

A large man approached.

Marcus recognized him immediately.

Not personally.

But from the way the other prisoners moved away from him.

The man was enormous.

Six-foot-five at least.

Neck like a tree trunk.

Scar across his left eyebrow.

He placed his tray opposite Marcus.

"You killed your brother?"

Marcus looked at him.

"No."

The man smiled.

"Everybody says they didn't."

"I didn't."

The man leaned closer.

"Then why are you here?"

"Because the jury was wrong."

Several prisoners nearby laughed.

The giant shook his head.

"That's cute."

Marcus continued eating.

The man reached across the table and knocked his tray onto the floor.

Food scattered everywhere.

The cafeteria became quiet.

Marcus looked down.

Then slowly looked back at the man.

The giant stood.

"Pick it up."

Marcus didn't move.

"Pick. It. Up."

Marcus could have broken his wrist.

The movement would have taken less than a second.

Instead, Marcus stood.

The giant smiled.

Then Marcus stepped around him.

And walked away.

The laughter began again.

But this time, something was different.

The giant wasn't laughing.

Marcus had refused to fight him.

That was not weakness.

It was discipline.

And everyone in that cafeteria had just seen it.

Later that afternoon, Marcus was working in the prison laundry.

The machines were enormous.

Industrial washers.

Dryers.

Steam rising from pipes.

A guard supervised from behind a glass window.

Marcus folded uniforms mechanically.

His mind was somewhere else.

Daniel.

The trial.

The photograph.

The evidence.

One detail kept returning.

The murder weapon had supposedly been found in Marcus's apartment.

His fingerprints had been discovered on it.

That had destroyed him in court.

But Marcus knew something the prosecutors didn't.

He had never owned that weapon.

Never touched it.

Never even seen it before the police showed it to him.

So how had his fingerprints gotten onto it?

He had asked his lawyer.

The lawyer had told him the laboratory results were conclusive.

But Marcus remembered something else.

Something tiny.

Something everyone else had ignored.

The weapon had been wrapped in a blue cloth when police presented it in court.

Marcus remembered that cloth.

Because Daniel owned one exactly like it.

A blue handkerchief.

Portuguese embroidery around the edges.

Their grandmother had made it.

Marcus stopped folding.

His heart began beating faster.

Why had that cloth been there?

And why had nobody mentioned it?

"Almeida!"

Marcus looked up.

A guard was standing beside him.

"You deaf?"

"No, sir."

"Then keep working."

Marcus lowered his head.

"Yes, sir."

But his mind was racing.

For the first time since his conviction, Marcus realized something.

There might have been a mistake in the evidence.

Not a small mistake.

A deliberate one.

Someone had wanted the weapon connected to him.

Someone had wanted Marcus Almeida convicted.

And suddenly, the question wasn't simply:
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Who killed Daniel?
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It was:
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Who wanted Marcus to take the blame?
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Marcus looked toward the narrow laundry-room window.

Outside, beyond layers of fences and concrete, the world continued without him.

Cars moved along distant roads.

People went to work.

Children went to school.

Families ate dinner together.

Life continued.

Marcus watched the sky.

Then he whispered to himself:

"Daniel..."

His eyes hardened.

"I'm coming for the truth."

He didn't know how.

He didn't know when.

But somewhere beyond those walls, the truth was waiting.

And Marcus Almeida had survived worse things than prison.

He had survived war.

He had survived the fall.

Now he only had to survive long enough to escape.
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Marcus heard about Frank before he ever saw him.

Everyone did.

In prison, information traveled faster than electricity.

A new inmate might not know the name of the warden.

He might not know the names of the guards.

But he would know Frank.
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Frank "The Skunk" Moretti.
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Some prisoners said he had killed six people.

Others said twelve.

One man swore Frank had killed a prison guard with nothing but a toothbrush.

Another claimed he had buried a man beneath the prison workshop.

Nobody knew what was true.

That was the problem.

Frank had become a legend.

And legends were dangerous because nobody knew where reality ended.

Marcus first saw him three weeks after arriving.

It happened in the cafeteria.

The room became quiet.

Not gradually.

Instantly.

Conversations stopped.

Forks stopped moving.

Even the guards became more alert.

Marcus looked toward the entrance.

A man walked inside.

He wasn't enormous.

That was the first surprise.

Frank was perhaps five-foot-nine, thin, almost fragile-looking.

His hair was completely white despite being only in his late forties.

His face was narrow.

His eyes were dark.

Very dark.

He wore no expression.

No anger.

No smile.

Nothing.

Two prisoners walked behind him carrying his tray.

Marcus frowned.

"Why are they carrying his food?"

The inmate beside him didn't look at Marcus.

"Because Frank doesn't carry anything."

"Why?"

"Because people carry things for Frank."

Marcus watched.

Frank walked toward the center of the cafeteria.

He stopped beside a table.

A prisoner immediately stood and moved away.

Frank sat down.

Nobody questioned him.

Nobody complained.

Nobody even looked directly at him.

Marcus studied him carefully.

Military training had taught him to read people.

Posture.

Eyes.

Breathing.

Hands.

Frank's hands were perfectly still.

That bothered Marcus.

Men who were violent usually displayed something.

Restlessness.

Aggression.

Tension.

Frank displayed nothing.

He simply existed.

And everyone around him behaved as if a loaded weapon had been placed in the middle of the room.

Frank began eating.

Slowly.

Quietly.

Then he looked directly at Marcus.

Their eyes met.

Marcus didn't look away.

Frank stopped chewing.

A few seconds passed.

Then Frank smiled.

It was the first expression Marcus had seen on his face.

It was also the first thing about Frank that genuinely frightened him.

Frank pointed at Marcus.

"You."

Marcus looked behind himself.

Frank smiled wider.

"You."

Marcus stood.

Frank gestured toward the chair opposite him.

"Sit."

Marcus considered refusing.

Then he walked over.

He sat.

Frank continued eating.

Marcus waited.

Finally he spoke.

"You're Marcus."

"Yes."

"The brother killer."

Marcus's jaw tightened.

"I didn't kill my brother."

Frank nodded.

"I know."

Marcus stared at him.

The cafeteria seemed to disappear.

"What?"

Frank took another bite.

"I said I know."

"How?"

Frank smiled.

"Because murderers lie differently."

Marcus leaned forward.

"What does that mean?"

Frank put his fork down.

"It means guilty people spend their lives explaining themselves."

He looked directly into Marcus's eyes.

"Innocent people get tired of explaining."

Marcus said nothing.

Frank leaned back.

"I've been watching you."

"Why?"

"Because you don't behave like the others."

"I was in the Army."

"I know."

Marcus's expression changed.

Frank smiled.

"Paratrooper."

Marcus froze.

"You've been reading my file."

"I don't need your file."

Frank tapped his temple.

"I watch."

Marcus studied him.

Frank continued.

"You've had six opportunities to seriously hurt people."

"Seven."

Frank's smile disappeared.

"Seven."

Marcus nodded.

"The laundry incident."

"Good memory."

"I don't forget."

"Neither do I."

Frank leaned closer.

"And that's why you're interesting."

Marcus remained silent.

Frank lowered his voice.

"You could have killed the big man in the cafeteria."

Marcus said nothing.

"You could have broken his neck."

Still nothing.

"You didn't."

"I don't want another murder charge."

Frank laughed softly.

"No."

Marcus frowned.

"You don't?"

Frank shook his head.

"You didn't do it because you're afraid of punishment."

He leaned closer.

"You didn't do it because you still believe you're a soldier."

Marcus felt something inside him tighten.

Frank continued.

"Soldiers follow rules."

"Sometimes."

"Even when the rules are stupid."

"Sometimes."

Frank smiled.

"Exactly."

Then Frank looked around the cafeteria.

"That's why you'll survive."

Marcus glanced around.

"Do I need your protection?"

Frank laughed.

The entire cafeteria became even quieter.

Frank looked genuinely amused.

"No."

He shook his head.

"You need nobody's protection."

He leaned forward.

"But everyone else needs mine."

Marcus understood.

Frank wasn't offering friendship.

He was establishing a relationship.

A warning.

Perhaps even a test.

Frank stood.

Before leaving, he leaned down and whispered:

"Someone killed your brother."

Marcus looked up sharply.

Frank walked away.

Marcus stood.

"Frank."

Frank stopped.

Marcus followed him with his eyes.

"How do you know?"

Frank turned his head.

For the first time, the smile disappeared completely.

"Because the man who did it came here."

Marcus froze.

Frank continued walking.

Marcus remained standing in the middle of the cafeteria.

His heart was pounding.

The killer had been in this prison?

Before Marcus could move, a guard grabbed his shoulder.

"Sit down."

Marcus looked toward the cafeteria entrance.

Frank had disappeared.

But his words remained.
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The man who killed Daniel came here.
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Marcus sat slowly.

His hands were shaking.

For three weeks he had believed the truth was somewhere outside these walls.

He had been wrong.

Perhaps the truth had been inside the prison all along.

And perhaps Frank the Skunk knew exactly where it was buried.
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Chapter 3
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Every prison had a clown.

Not the funny kind.

The kind who made everyone laugh because nobody could understand how he was still alive.

In Marcus Almeida's prison, that man was Johnny Bell.

Although almost nobody called him Johnny Bell.

They called him:
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