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Chapter 1: The McConnell Unit 
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The heat in South Texas didn’t just sit on you; it staked a claim. It pressed into the chest, heavy and thick, making every breath feel like swallowing wet wool. Inside the walls of the McConnell Unit, that heat took on a chemical edge. It was a suffocating cocktail of industrial floor wax, the sharp, medicinal bite of pine cleaner, and the low, sour tang of hundreds of confined, unwashed bodies. It was a world of hard angles, iron grates, and concrete floors so thoroughly scrubbed the gray paint had long ago surrendered to the rough, unforgiving aggregate beneath.

For Felix "Smitty" Simpleton, this place was a second skin.

Twenty years. He had spent them watching fluorescent lights flicker in patterns that mimicked a dying heart, listening to the mechanical, rhythmic clank of cell tier gates that sounded like the closing of a tomb. Time didn't move forward in here. It circled, a slow, viscous drain, pulling everything toward the bottom.

To the guards, Smitty was a ghost. He was the "ideal" inmate—the kind who kept his head down, did his work detail without a murmur, and never gave the shift captains a reason to pull out a disciplinary form. He was lean, wire-muscled from decades of prison sludge and repetitive labor, with eyes as flat and unblinking as muddy river stones. They thought the system had hollowed him out. They thought he was just another man broken by the weight of his own sentence.

They never saw the fault line running through his mind.

It hadn't been a long, slow decay. It was a snap—a violent, clean break that occurred one Tuesday morning, somewhere between waking up and standing on the floor. He’d looked at the woman he’d spent seven years with and decided, with a cold, terrifying clarity, that her clock had run out.

There was no shouting. No mess. He’d ended her with a heavy iron skillet, covered her with their old blankets, and struck a match. As the house turned into a beacon of thick, black smoke, Smitty had driven away, laughing while he robbed three gas stations and a liquor store in two hours. He didn't want the money. He wanted the momentum. He wanted the rush of breaking every rule he’d ever been forced to live by.

That was twenty years ago. Now, he was just the man with the broom.

The visiting room was suffocating. Smitty pushed a pile of gray dust and candy wrappers across the linoleum, his movements slow, deliberate, and entirely beneath notice. He was an observer, a collector of fractured lives. He knew every camera’s blind spot, every corner where the law couldn't quite see. He watched the families come in—the tired mothers with children clutching worn-out teddy bears, the young wives wearing too much perfume to hide the scent of fear, the men who looked like they were already dead behind the eyes.

Smitty’s mind worked like a master weaver, connecting the disparate threads of the room. He saw the way the youngest guard, a kid named Henderson, kept checking his watch, his palms damp with nervous sweat. He saw the way the older inmates sat, their bodies angled to protect their belongings, their eyes darting like trapped birds. He knew who was in debt, who was high, and who was waiting for a ghost.

Then, Kennedy Green walked in.

She didn't fit. She had the posture of a woman who led a structured, honest life, but her eyes were tight with a frantic anxiety that screamed of a secret she couldn't keep hidden anymore. She walked with a stiff, guarded gait, her purse clutched against her midsection like a shield. She didn't look at the other visitors. She moved straight for Table Four.

Smitty knew the man waiting there: Marcus Vance. A short-timer with a temper that flared like gasoline, a man who thought he owned every room he stood in. Smitty stopped sweeping, but he didn't look up. He angled his body, leaning on the handle of his broom. His ears tuned in to the frequency of their conversation, filtering out the background noise of the shouting inmates and the buzzing of the electronic doors.

"I can't do this anymore, Marcus," Kennedy said. The words were low, but they carried a sharp, trembling clarity. She didn't sit. She stood, braced, like she was preparing for a blow. "I’m trying to focus on my daughter. I can't keep anchored to a cell block. I can't keep playing this game."

Vance didn't move. His jaw tightened, the muscles swelling until the veins showed blue against his dark skin. He leaned forward, his voice a low, gravelly hiss. "After a year? After I told you exactly what I’m gonna do when I get out? You think you’re just gonna walk away, Paris?"

"It's over," she said, her voice cracking. She began to back away, her fingers digging into her purse. "Don't look for me. Don't call me. I’m done."

Vance’s face went through a terrifying metamorphosis. The mask of the "charming prisoner" slid off, revealing the raw, violent creature underneath. He stood up, the chair clattering loudly against the linoleum. "You don't get to be done," he growled, reaching out.

It happened in the time it takes to draw a breath. Vance erupted. His hands shot forward like striking snakes, locking around her throat. They crashed backward, the table screeching against the floor, and Paris hit the concrete with a sickening, hollow thud. Vance was on her instantly, his knees pinning her shoulders, his thumbs burying into her neck with lethal precision.

The room turned into a riot of screams and fleeing families. Children cried, chairs were overturned, and the air was suddenly thick with the smell of panic. Guards shouted, alarms wailed—a high-pitched, metallic scream like a rusty nail—but they were forty feet away, distracted by a skirmish in the corner.

By the time they reached them, Kennedy Green would be a memory.

Smitty didn't think. The rust of twenty years fell away in a heartbeat. The cold, jagged snap of that Tuesday morning so long ago returned, but this time, the target wasn't someone he loved. It was the monster in front of him.

He dropped the broom. It clattered to the floor, a mundane sound lost in the chaos.

In three long, predator-like strides, he was there. He came in from Vance’s blind side and drove his boot into the younger man’s ribs with the force of a sledgehammer. The wet, cracking sound was satisfying. Vance flew sideways, but he was feral, scrambling back up with blood in his teeth, his eyes wide with a murderous, animal rage.

Smitty was faster. He stepped inside Vance’s reach, grabbed the orange collar, and slammed the man’s spine into the sharp, unforgiving edge of the brick divider. Vance went limp for a second, the breath punched out of him. Smitty didn't pause. He dropped his full weight on the man, locking his calloused, powerful hands around Vance’s throat in a perfect, terrifying mirror image of the attack.

"Step back, Simpleton! Step the hell back!"

The guards were on them. Pepper spray burned the air, a caustic, stinging mist that turned the world into a blur of heat and shadow. Smitty didn't resist. He went dead weight, allowing them to slam him into the linoleum he’d just cleaned. He felt the cold sting of the floor against his cheek, the rough texture of the concrete, and the heavy, crushing pressure of a guard’s boot on his neck.

As the heavy steel cuffs bit into his wrists, drawing blood, he turned his head. Paris was there, gasping, her throat already blooming with dark, angry red marks. She was shaking, her hair wild, but her eyes were fixed on his. She was terrified, but she was alive.

She looked at him, and for the first time in twenty years, Smitty wasn't a convict. He wasn't a janitor. He wasn't a man waiting for his life to end.

He was the man who had pulled her back from the edge.

He didn't smile. He just held her gaze with those flat, stone-cold eyes until the guards dragged him, kicking and struggling in a display of calculated performance, toward the segregation wing. He knew exactly what he had just done. He hadn't just saved a life. He had started a fire.

As he was shoved into the darkness of solitary, the silence of the hole pressing in on him, Smitty listened. He heard the faint, distant sound of the prison alarms still ringing, the chaos he had created lingering in the air. He knew, with a chilling, absolute certainty, that the embers were going to spread all the way to the outside world.

Kennedy was out there. He had seen her name on the visiting log earlier, a name that had pricked at his memory like a thorn. And for the first time in two decades, Smitty had a reason to get out of the cage. He closed his eyes and began to draft the first letter in his head, the ink already staining his thoughts purple.
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Chapter 2: The Sound of Silence 
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The transition from the chaos of the visiting room to the segregation wing wasn't just a move; it was a deletion. The guards, usually moving with the bored, lumbering gait of men who had seen every trick in the book, were frantic. They handled Smitty with a pulsing, raw energy that betrayed their deep, unarticulated fear. He had shattered the rhythm of their shift, and in the McConnell Unit, rhythm was the only thing standing between order and anarchy. They didn't know how to handle a man who didn't just break the rules—he rewrote the reality of the room.

The "hole" was a sensory deprivation tank built for the living. It was an eight-by-ten slice of purgatory, stripped of everything that made the world recognizable. There were no windows to mark the transit of the sun, no voices to break the monotony of the ventilation hum, only the aggressive, sterile smell of industrial bleach and stagnant, recycled air. For most men, the hole was a place where the mind began to fray, the edges of sanity curling like parchment in a flame.

For Smitty, it was a sanctuary—a place where the noise of the world could be distilled into pure, concentrated intent.

He sat on the narrow, bolt-down concrete slab they called a bunk, his back perfectly straight against the cold wall. He kept his eyes closed, not because he was tired, but because he was tuning his internal frequency. He listened to the heartbeat of the prison
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