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     Dedication 
To my incomparable son. You have challenged me in ways that made me grow, not only as a parent but as a person. Your maturity, self-accountability, sharp wit, and quick thinking have always kept me on my toes. I will always respect you for the man you have become. This very book took me nearly twenty years to write, and after all, it was sparked by a joke I played on you a long time ago. This is a testament to how intertwined our lives and creativity are. From that single moment of humor came the spark of an idea, and now here we are, with a finished book in hand. 
 
To my brilliant and unique daughter, you are my heartbeat in the purest sense of the word. Your strong opinions and belief in me have been my steady light. I wish I carried the same strength when I were your age. Through your laughter, your patience, and even your subtle challenges, you have shown me the importance of pushing through doubt and chasing after dreams no matter the obstacles or perceived judgments. 
 
To both of you, have become my teachers. I owe more than words could ever express. You are, without question, the best of me. Together, you are my headache and my heartbeat, the perfect balance of chaos and calm that gives my life meaning and purpose. This book is as much yours as it is mine. 
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The Patient Man is a work of fiction with a slight hint of truth. The characters, events, and institutions depicted in these pages are products of the imagination and are not intended to represent any real person, living or deceased. Some subject matter in this novel is mature in nature and may be sensitive for certain readers. It is presented with intention and without apology, in service of the story. 

E. D. Mahoney 

Synopsis and Prefeace by E. D. Mahoney 

Synopsis 

[image: ]

There are men who plan in the open, and men who plan in the dark. The ones to fear are the ones you never see coming. 

The Patient Man is a story about all of them. 

It is about what a person is willing to become in order to take what they want. About the lives that are consumed in the space between a calculated decision and its consequences. About identity: what we can never truly own, what we steal and what we inherit. 

And it is about persistence. The kind that waits. The kind that watches. The kind that does not announce itself until it is already too late. 

Preface 
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This book began as a joke. 

A harmless prank, a single moment of humor shared between a parent and a child, something meant to spark laughter and nothing more. No one in that room could have known what it would become. No one could have seen the thread that moment would pull, or how far it would unravel. 

Nearly twenty years passed between that joke and this page. In that time, the story grew into something that could not be contained by its origin. It stopped being personal and became something larger, something that belongs now to anyone willing to sit with it. 

––––––––
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The Patient Man is a story about perseverance. About the kind of person who can wait, and plan, and watch, and feel nothing while doing it. It is about what happens when the wrong person is in the right place at the right time, and about the lives that get consumed in the aftermath of a single, calculated decision.  

––––––––
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It is also a story about the people who refuse to let the truth stay buried. About a man who did not know he was looking for something until he found it. About a man who spent years in the dark unknowingly waiting for the moment that accountable would come. 

Some stories begin with love. This one begins with patience. The two are not always different things. 

Welcome to The Patient Man. 

THE PATIENT MAN 

The Vice of Borrowing Without Permission

A Novel 

by E. D. Mahoney 

PART ONE
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​CHAPTER 1 - The Predator Among Them
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"There is no such thing as a perfect murder. That is just a problem to which the solution is yet to be found."

by Patricia Highsmith

Mitchell Anthony Davis had nine months left on the count. He held the number in his head the way other men held their wives' names.

In the unforgiving walls of Blackwood Penitentiary, where shadows lurked behind every corner and secrets traveled in whispers, Mitchell moved with the precision of a predator. He stood at five feet three, medium build, athletic frame maintained through a regimen that kept him balanced and ready. His auburn hair was always neatly styled, a testament to his meticulous nature. Hazel eyes, sharp and discerning, hinted at the layers beneath his calm exterior. A strong jawline framed his clean-shaven face, the rugged-yet-refined look that helped him blend into any setting without effort.

His style was casual but sharp. Well-fitted jeans, plain tees, leather jackets that added an edge to an otherwise understated appearance. He moved through life with the confidence of a man who knew how to navigate both the shadows and the spotlight. As an undercover bisexual man, Mitchell did not identify as gay and took great care to keep his sexuality concealed, adding another layer of caution to an already guarded personality.

He had come in at nineteen. He was twenty-three now. Nearly five years he had kept the routine, four years and three months of it counted exactly and nine months left to count. The thing he had been convicted of was a robbery in Newark with two men he had worked with for less than a year and would not have worked with again. The men were not careful. He had always been careful. Unfortunately, the carelessness of his partners had landed him here, and he had spent the first month of his sentence calibrating how much of the failure had been his fault and how much had been theirs, and had concluded by the end of the first month that the proportions did not matter. He was inside. The proportion that mattered was the one between the time he had left and the time he had spent. That proportion improved every morning. It was the only number that did.

What ran beneath the routine was not anger. Anger was a luxury Blackwood did not afford and a tell Mitchell had no use for. What ran beneath was a sustained low-frequency contempt for a world he had decided long ago had failed to give him what he was owed. The contempt was the engine. The routine was the housing. Five years in Blackwood had taught him the value of planning and the cost of revealing his true intentions. He was charming and persuasive, capable of winning a man over with a smile and a well-placed word, and beneath the charm lived a calculating mind that never stopped working the next move.

His ambition was simple. He wanted out, and he wanted the life on the other side of out to be one worth having. The fear of exposure rode him constantly. The need to keep his sexuality hidden created a permanent isolation he kept well concealed, and his life inside was a delicate balance of charm and deception, ambition and fear, all orchestrated with the precision of a man who understood that one misstep could unravel everything.

One evening, as he lay on his bunk lost in thought, Lemuel Renard Jenkins appeared at the cell door. Lemuel was Mitchell's cellmate and clandestine lover. He stood at an even six feet, semi medium build, light brown hair that often had a mind of its own, and hazel eyes that danced with a mix of mischief and keen intelligence. High cheekbones. A nose that had been broken once and not set right.

Inside the grim confines of Blackwood, Lemuel carried himself with an easy, almost nonchalant confidence. Unlike many around him who buried their true selves in layers of secrecy, Lemuel was unapologetically open about his sexuality. He never shied away from the fact that he enjoyed the company of other men, a candor that set him apart in an environment where such openness was not common and could be dangerous. That honesty earned him a mix of respect, curiosity, and animosity from those around him. Beneath Lemuel's ordinary surface lay a sharp wit and an uncanny ability to read people, traits that had served him well both inside the walls and outside them.

As Mitchell's cellmate, he had formed an unlikely bond with the more reserved and calculating man. Where Mitchell was guarded, Lemuel was blunt. Where Mitchell calculated, Lemuel cut through. Their relationship was a delicate balance of mutual benefit and subtle tension, each man recognizing in the other a strength that completed his own.

"Mitch," Lemuel said, his voice low. "We need to talk."

Mitchell sat up and motioned for him to enter. The two men spoke in hushed tones, their conversation filled with coded language and careful phrases.

"It's getting hotter around here," Lemuel said. "The C.O.s are cracking down. We need to be careful."

Mitchell nodded.

"I know. But we can't let our guards down because half the motherfuckers in here are in for capital murder. So, we have to stay sharp. Stay focused and sharp until they call our names to leave this bitch."

Lemuel leaned in closer, his eyes intense.

"There's something else. I heard a rumor. Ray has been talking to the C.O., feeding them information about the phone. And that nigga was spotted using your PIN for snacks."

Mitchell's jaw tightened.

"That bitch ass nigga. My PIN, too?"

"Yeah. The shit's confirmed."

The implications were clear. In a place like Blackwood, being labeled a snitch was a death sentence. The phone and the PIN were two separate offenses, but Ray had connected them by being the one man stupid enough to commit both. If the C.O. ran the PIN trail back to the commissary records and connected it to the phone, the whole operation came down. And the operation came down on Mitchell.

"We'll keep our ears to the ground," Mitchell said. "Find a good time to deal with his ass."

Lemuel nodded, his expression grim.

"Agreed. We can't let it slide. Come on. Let's go."

***
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The dim light of Cell Block D cast long shadows as the evening roll call concluded. Lemuel lingered by the water fountain, his eyes scanning the cell doors. He caught sight of Mitchell down the hall, their silent communication a practiced art. Lemuel's eyes darted to Ray's cell, confirming it was empty of anyone but Ray. Hawthorne, Ray's cellmate, was at the medication line, where he would be for at least another twenty minutes.

Lemuel gave a subtle nod. Mitchell moved with purpose. His steps were quiet, muffled by the echoes of the pod. His eyes were narrow with cold determination. The cell lighting was dim and Ray, the solitary occupant, was unaware of the fate waiting at his door.

Mitchell entered quietly, his footsteps masked by the ambient noise of the prison. His hand clenched around the shank, the larger of the two he kept, a piece of dense plastic from an old toothbrush filed down into a blade. He slipped into Ray's cell, the door somewhat ajar just enough to enter without drawing attention. Ray lay on the bottom bunk, absorbed in a tattered paperback.

"Ray." Mitchell's voice was a low hiss, slicing through the stillness.

Ray sat up, surprise flickering across his face.

"What's up nigga?" Ray set the book aside, annoyed. "What the fuck is this about?"

Mitchell's expression hardened.

"You know what the fuck this is about nigga. The phone. You told the C.O. where to find it. And my PIN, bitch. You been hitting my account for weeks."

Ray's eyes widened, his face paling.

"I didn't."

"I can tell your bitch ass is lying. Don't lie to me, bitch." Mitchell snarled and lunged towards him. "You think you can use my PIN and I not find out, and snitch to the C.O. on top of it?"

Ray tried to stand, but Mitchell was faster. The shank came out.

"Bitch, I ain't say shit." Ray responded, backing into the wall.

There was a moment, just before the shank moved, when Ray understood. Mitchell saw it land in Ray's face. The understanding that this was happening, that there was no version of this where Ray walked out of the cell. That was the moment Mitchell had come for. The killing itself was administrative.

"This is what happens to bitch ass rats, like you, motherfucker."

With a swift, brutal motion, Mitchell drove the shank into Ray's torso, twisting it for maximum damage. Ray gasped, his body curling into itself. The sound was wet and ragged as the blade found its mark again and again. Blood splattered across the cell, painting the concrete with consequence. Ray's body slumped back onto the bed.

The lower half hung over the edge of the bunk, his lifeless eyes staring at nothing. Mitchell stood over him, breathing heavily, the shank still in his fist. The cell was eerily silent. The only sound was the distant murmur of the pod settling into its evening rhythm.

"Up top!" Someone yelled from the tier. The signal that a C.O. was coming up to the upper level of the pods.

Mitchell stepped back, his adrenaline fading, and wiped the shank clean on Ray's jumpsuit. His expression was unreadable. Blood pooled on the lower bunk, dark and viscous. He took off his blood-soaked shirt, snatched a clean one from Ray's bunk, put it on, and threw the blanket over Ray's legs to cover the worst of it and buy him some time.

Then he turned to exit the cell, his demeanor calm and collected. The deed was done, and now he had to maintain his concealment. At the cell door, Lemuel was waiting. His face was impassive. Mitchell handed over the bloodied shank, their fingers brushing briefly.

"Hide it well," Mitchell muttered.

Lemuel slipped the weapon into his sleeve.

"It's done?"

"Yes. It's done." Mitchell's voice was flat.

They walked away from the cell, leaving the door behind them with a finality that echoed in the empty corridor. Lemuel moved swiftly, finding a hidden crevice in a wall on the trail that he had been using for months and that no shakedown had ever turned up. He stashed the shank deep, made sure it was concealed, and returned to the block. Together, they walked off, leaving Ray's body cooling in the cell.

Hawthorne stepped through the heavy iron door of Cell Block D while the familiar clanging of closing doors echoed through the corridor and the prisoners settled into their evening routines. He slid the cell door open slowly, the rusty track creaking in protest. The dim light from the hallway cast eerie shadows on the concrete walls.

"Ray?" Hawthorne called out, his voice echoing in the small space.

Ray was usually up reading a dog-eared paperback by now, but the lower bunk looked wrong. A sense of unease gripped him as he stepped further inside and lifted the sheet, his eyes adjusting to the gloom. Then he saw Ray with the blood, viscous nature unmistakable. His heart pounded in his chest as he followed the trail with his eyes, leading toward the lower portion of the bunk.

Ray lay there, his body unnaturally still. Hawthorne's breath hitched. Ray's eyes were half open, staring blankly at the upper bunk. A deep gash marred his torso, the crimson stain soaking his prison issue t-shirt and jumpsuit.

"No, no, fuck no. I ain't getting blamed for this shit." Hawthorne muttered, his voice breaking. Panic surged through him, and he stumbled back, hitting the wall. He had seen violence before, but nothing in his own goddamn cell, where he laid his head at night.

The harsh fluorescent lights flickered. Hawthorne looked up and yelled for a C.O.

A C.O. approached the opening of the cell, his expression a mix of shock and suspicion. As the C.O. called for backup, he began to question Hawthorne.

"What happened here?" the C.O. demanded, stepping inside with a hand on his baton.

"I don't know, but I didn't do this bullshit. And we all know that the cameras don't cover this section of the pod." Hawthorne stammered. "I just found him like this."

The C.O.'s eyes narrowed and he shouted down the corridor for backup. Within moments, more C.O.s swarmed the cell, barking orders and pushing Hawthorne outside. He watched helplessly as they checked Ray's lifeless body and secured the scene.

As the chaos unfolded around him, Hawthorne's mind spun with questions. As he was led away to The Hole, handcuffed and bewildered, he knew that life behind bars had just taken a darker turn.

While he was placed in The Hole, the entire pod was placed on lockdown. The C.O.s did not particularly care to solve the case. Since no one would snitch, the stabbing was reported to Ray's family and, for the time being, it went unsolved.

***
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The next day, after the twenty-four-hour lockdown, the penitentiary buzzed with whispers about the stabbing. Mitchell sat on his bunk, his mind racing as he considered how the implications of his actions could hinder his release date. He had always known that the penitentiary was a place where the strong preyed on the weak. He could not show any sign of weakness, especially since Ray had stolen his PIN and snitched about the phone. Alliances inside were both fragile and necessary, and his relationship with Lemuel was one of mutual benefit, each man knowing his survival depended on the other.

As some of the inmates lined up for the kitchen and others for medication, the sounds of prison life continued unabated. Unbeknownst to Mitchell, Lemuel had already retrieved the shank from its crevice. His intention was to hand it off in the kitchen, where the chaos of the chow line made it the most likely place for an opportunity to settle a different score, and where any forensic trail would scatter into the chaos of a hundred other men.

"Hey, man. Where are you coming from?" Mitchell called out, his tone casual but inquisitive.

"Had to drain the main vein real quick," Lemuel replied smoothly. "Let's go up to the kitchen and get something to eat. I heard they have BBQ chicken for dinner."

"You know it's gonna be a long line today."

Lemuel shrugged, falling into step beside him.

"So, we wait until last call."

In the kitchen, the atmosphere was tense as it always was during meal times. A few of the older heads conducted the three knock ritual on the table as they got up from eating, the small respect tap that had been passed down through generations of men in places like this. Mitchell and Lemuel collected their trays and made their way to a table where Lance Marlowe and Blue were already seated. A heated argument was brewing between them.

It centered on a bet from a previous college football game. Lance had won. Blue was refusing to pay. The air crackled with animosity as words were exchanged, voices rising in pitch.

Without warning, Lemuel slid the shank under the table to Lance. In an instant, Lance was on Blue, stabbing him repeatedly. Chaos erupted. The C.O.s burst into the room, barking orders for everyone to lay flat on the floor.

In the confusion, Lance slid the shank across the kitchen floor to get it away from him. One of the C.O.s noticed the direction it was sliding from and immediately put Lance in handcuffs. Once things calmed down, the inmates were escorted back to the pods for another emergency lockdown.

Back in his cell, Mitchell knew the gravity of the situation. He quickly slid the items he had used to make the shank, plus the contraband cellphone, to Lemuel.

"You know they're going to shake us down because the C.O.s will go harder looking for the items used to make the shank. I thought you got rid of the shank?" he said, his voice low.

Lemuel took the phone, examining it.

"I did. But I thought it would be best to plant it in the kitchen. Put the heat on the kitchen staff and the dudes who eat there. Does this still work?"

Mitchell shook his head.

"Nah. I had to flush the SIM card the second I heard the body was found. The phone's a brick now. The shell is still hot if they trace the IMEI, but without the SIM, there's no record of who was calling who."

"Say less."

Lemuel checked the phone, broke it down, and stashed the vital pieces in a thin slit behind the toilet base where the porcelain met the floor. The rest he discarded by breaking it into fragments and dispersing them across three different trash collection points he hit on his way to the next chow.

***
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The next day, after the lockdown lifted, Mitchell's thoughts were interrupted by the sound of his cell door sliding open. A C.O. stood in the frame.

"Davis, you got a visitor," the C.O. said.

Mitchell's brow furrowed. A visitor was unusual, given the circumstances. He followed the C.O. down the labyrinthine corridors to the visitation room. The room was stark and uninviting, with a glass partition separating inmates from their visitors. Mitchell sat down and picked up the receiver.

On the other side of the glass was his sister, Rachel.

Rachel Davis was a petite woman, standing at five feet four with a small frame that made her appear delicate at first glance. Her shoulder length chestnut hair framed her face in soft waves, often pulled back into a practical ponytail when she worked. Her hazel eyes, warm and compassionate, reflected the depth of understanding and empathy that made her excellent at what she did.

Rachel was Mitchell's younger sister and had always been the steady presence in his tumultuous life. She was a certified traveling nurse for a company called Aging Care Nurses, taking assignments wherever the need was greatest. The work was demanding, but Rachel approached it with a sense of purpose. Her relationship with Mitchell was complex, marked by both love and frustration. She understood his darker tendencies and the secrets he kept. She had never stopped hoping he would find a better way, far from the criminal path that had defined his choices since he was old enough to make them.

"Hey, Mitch," she said, her voice a mix of relief and concern. "What happened? I came to visit yesterday but everyone was turned away because of the lockdown. Are you okay?"

Mitchell nodded, his expression guarded.

"I'm fine. Just the usual chaos around here."

Rachel's eyes narrowed as if she knew there was more to the story.

"You know, I worry about you every day. This place is not safe."

Mitchell sighed.

"I know. But after almost five years in here, I've got to do what I've got to do to survive. Besides, it was either me or that motherfucking nigga. And he had it coming."

Rachel bit her lip, her eyes glistening with unshed tears.

"Just promise me you'll be careful. I want to know that in nine months you walk out of here on your own two feet. I'll be at the gate."

"I promise," Mitchell said, his voice firm. "Don't worry about me. I'll be out of here sooner or later."

She put her hand flat against the glass on her side. It was the closest the visitation room allowed two people to come, and the gesture had been so common between them across so many visits that it no longer required commentary. He put his hand on the glass on his side. The glass was cold and scratched at the edges where other hands had been. He let his palm rest against hers through the partition for the length of time it took for both of them to mean it.

Her palm was warm through the glass. He noticed this. Then he was back in the count. The warmth was a glitch. He took his hand down.

"Take the long contract," he said. "The one out of state. You said the agency is paying double rate. Take it."

"I already did. Six months. I leave Sunday."

"Good."

"I will not be able to come up here while I am gone. The travel does not allow it. But I will confirm your release date and time so I can be at the gate when you’re released."

"Ok. Perfect. I will meet you at the gate."

The visit was brief. Walking back in the slow line with his hands on his head, Mitchell registered what the visit had done. Rachel would be at the gate in nine months. That part of the plan held. What had shifted was the six months in between. Six months in which she was occupied, far away, paid well, and not at the visitation window asking questions about lockdowns. That was the variable that had just resolved. He kept walking.

Back in his cell, Mitchell took inventory. The count stood at nine months. Rachel was gone for six of them. Ray was gone for good. Lance was the institution's problem. Lemuel was on the top bunk, breathing with a smooth ease, which was the way he breathed when he was not really asleep.

The shanking, the alliances, the constant danger. It was all part of the game he had to play to survive. And survival was all that mattered.

Nine months.
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​CHAPTER 2 - Still Water

[image: ]


"Calmness is the cradle of power."

by Josiah Gilbert Holland

Two C.O.s came for Lemuel on Thursday morning.

The block had been on lockdown since the kitchen stabbing the evening before. The lockdown had not yet lifted. Lemuel was on the top bunk reading a paperback he had borrowed from a man named Krestos three weeks earlier. Mitchell was on the lower bunk with his eyes closed. Neither of them had spoken since the second lockdown order. They had not needed to. Lemuel had been waiting for the boots.

The boots came at nine fifteen.

"Jenkins."

Lemuel marked his page and set the paperback on the small shelf above the headboard.

"Coming."

The lead officer was Sergeant Wolfgang, a heavy shouldered man in his late forties who had worked Block D long enough to know which inmates would walk to the interrogation room without protest and which inmates required the second officer he had brought. Lemuel was in the first category. He stood, put his hands in front of him for the cuffs, and stepped out of the cell.

He did not look at Mitchell. Mitchell did not open his eyes.

They walked him down the upper tier, down the stairs, and through the locked door at the end of the run into the administrative wing. The interrogation rooms were close to the cell blocks because Blackwood understood that the time between cell and table was time the inmate had to think, and time to think was rarely useful to the warden's purposes.

Wolfgang took him into Room Three. The smaller the room, the more serious the conversation that was going to happen in it. Lemuel registered the size and made his face still.

He sat across from Wolfgang at the metal table. The second officer stood by the door. Wolfgang opened a manila folder and did not look up.

"We have reason to believe you supplied the shank used in Ray's stabbing," Wolfgang said. "Same shank Lance had on him during Blue's stabbing. The forensics team matched the tool marks. One shank. Two stabbings. And your name keeps coming up."

Lemuel held his face still and ran the math without showing it. There was no way a DNA report came back that fast. Lab turnaround was weeks, not days. Wolfgang was lying to lever him into a confession. Lemuel knew it. Wolfgang knew Lemuel knew it. The lie was a frame Wolfgang was offering inside which Lemuel could choose what to admit to and what to hold back.

Lemuel ran a second math while the first one was still running.

He was four years into a twenty-year bid. He had sixteen years left on the count. The shank had been Mitchell's. The wound angles in Ray's torso were low, indicating a shorter striker. Mitchell was five feet three. Lemuel was six feet. Any forensics work would eventually figure that out. If Lemuel let Wolfgang chase the report, the report would come back, and the report would point at Mitchell.

Mitchell had nine months left.

"You've got this all wrong." Lemuel's hands lifted slightly. "I didn't stab Ray, and I sure as hell didn't supply Lance with that shank. There ain't no DNA back that quick. I am not a dummy. Lance could've been the one who shanked Ray and Blue. Man...He's been playing everyone, trying to frame me."

Wolfgang leaned forward, his voice hard.

"You think I'm stupid, Lemuel? We found the same shank in Lance's hand, covered in Blue's blood. You're done. I'm not listening to your excuses anymore."

Lemuel leaned in, his voice rising just enough to read as agitated.

"It's not like that. Lance and Ray had beef before. Long before this. Lance was always looking for a way to take him out. I just didn't realize how deep it ran. He probably swiped that shank from me. Maybe when I wasn't looking."

Wolfgang cut him off.

"So now you're telling me you did have the shank. But you want me to believe you didn't use it. Convenient, isn't it? And after Blue gets shanked, it's all Lance's fault. I know a liar when I see one, Jenkins. You think I haven't dealt with cons trying to weasel their way out of things for years?"

Lemuel's patience cracked, just slightly.

"I had the shank because I needed protection. This place. You know how it is for a gay man. But I didn't use it on Ray. Lance is setting me up, Wolf. He's covering his tracks and you're letting him get away with it."

Wolfgang's tone went cold.

"That's Officer Wolfgang to you. I can agree Marlowe is a snake. I'll give you that. But this is on you, Jenkins. Your reputation doesn't help you. Every guy in here knows you deal in more than just words. Weapons. Sex. Drugs. You've had your hands in all of it. So forgive me if I don't buy this innocent act you're selling. You will receive eighteen months added onto your total sentencing and six weeks in seg."

Lemuel clenched his fists.

"I'm telling you the truth. Lance had it out for Ray and Blue. He knew how to make it look like it was me, and now you're just playing into his hands. I didn't stab anyone. Why would I go after Ray and Blue? It makes no sense."

Wolfgang nodded slowly, sarcasm in his voice.

"Right. And I'm just supposed to believe Lance orchestrated this whole thing to pin it on you. That he's some mastermind who just happened to end up with your shank in his hand."

Lemuel's jaw tightened. He went quiet.

The math was finished. Eighteen months on top of twenty was twenty-one and a half. He would be in his early forties and a half when he walked out. The math was acceptable. The alternative math, the one in which the lab traced the wounds back to Mitchell, was not.

"Does this conclude your answer?" Wolfgang pressed.

Lemuel took a deep breath. He nodded.

"Yeah. It's true. I gave Lance the shank. And I stabbed Ray. The nigga had it coming."

The words cost him nothing. They were not true. But they were the right words. Wolfgang did not smile. He did not nod. He pulled a form out of the folder and set it in front of Lemuel and uncapped a pen and slid the pen across the table.

"Sign the statement."

Lemuel signed.

He pushed the paper back across the table. Wolfgang picked it up, folded it neatly, and put it back in the folder.

"You will be processed into the SHU within the hour. Six weeks. No visitation. No commissary. Shower three times a week. Yard once. You know the program."

"I know the damn program."

The second officer cuffed Lemuel again and walked him out of Room Three and down the long corridor toward the SHU intake. Lemuel did not look back at the door.

***
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The SHU cell was eight feet by ten. The bunk was concrete with a thin pad. The light was on twenty-four hours a day with no way to dim it. There was a slot in the door through which the food tray came twice a day and through which, three times a week, the C.O. would call him out for the shower. There was nothing on the walls.

The first three days he slept badly because of the light. The fourth day he slept better. By the end of the first week, he had built a routine the way he had built the routine in the cell with Mitchell. Push-ups on the floor. Sit-ups against the bunk frame. A plank held until his arms gave out. Then the math on the edge of the bunk, counting backward from one thousand by sevens, and when he reached zero, forward by elevens. The math kept him from counting other things.

He thought about Mitchell sometimes. He thought about him the way a man thinks about a stock he has bought and watched perform poorly. The math was running in the background. The math would settle whatever needed to settle.

***
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C.O. Dawson made his way from the duty station and down the hall to the SHU, where Lance Marlowe was calling from. Lance had been in the SHU for three days. He had not been eating or sleeping well. Dawson stopped at the small reinforced glass window in the door.

"I need to talk to you," Lance said, his voice steady despite the weight of his words.

Dawson placed his hands on his hips in a defensive stance.

"About what?"

"About the shank," Lance replied, glancing around to make sure they were not overheard. "I got that shit from Jenkins."

Dawson stood across from the door, arms crossed, his face impassive but his eyes watchful.

"So you want me to believe Jenkins gave you the shank?"

Lance leaned forward, his eyes sharp.

"I'm telling you, that's exactly what happened. You think I'm dumb enough to get caught with a shank I made myself? Jenkins planted it on me. You know how he operates. His faggot ass has sucked enough dick to keep half the block in his pocket."

Dawson shifted his weight, a frown creasing his brow.

"Jenkins has a reputation, sure. But that doesn't mean I can take your word for it. You're looking at more time in the SHU, Lance. Nobody just walks out of here because they say so. And no one not even Jenkins can control what you did with the shank. It was your decision to use it."

Lance's jaw tightened.

"Come on, man. I'm not staying in the SHU for anyone, Dawson," he said, his voice laced with a dangerous edge. "You know what it's like in here. Days feel like years. You keep me in here, and I promise you it won't end well."

Dawson studied Lance for a long moment.

"Is that a threat, Lance?" Dawson asked quietly, leaning in closer. "You think I'm gonna let you scare your way out of here?"

"No." Lance shook his head. "It's a fact. I'm not meant to be caged like that, man. I get back to population and you know I keep my nose clean. I don't start trouble. I just want to do my time and get out of here. Jenkins set me up because I refused to run his shit. You can ask around. You'll find out it's true."

Dawson rubbed his chin, his gaze never leaving Lance's. There was something in the kid's eyes. Determination mixed with desperation. If Lance was lying, he was damn good at it.

"Here's how this works," Dawson said after a pause, his voice measured. "I'll take your story to the Warden. I'll tell him what you told me. I'm not promising you anything. If he agrees, I'll start the paperwork to get you out of segregation and back to population. Until then, you're stuck. That clear?"

Lance's shoulders relaxed a fraction, a spark of hope flickering in his eyes.

"That's all I'm asking for. Just talk to him. Let him know what's going on. Jenkins is playing his games and I got caught in the middle. I don't belong in solitary."

Dawson nodded.

"I'll see what I can do. But don't get your hopes up, kid. The Warden doesn't like playing favorites and you've been on his radar for a while now."

Lance gave a grim smile.

"I get it. Just do me this one, Dawson. I won't forget it."

With a final glance at Lance, Dawson turned and walked away from the door.

"I'll be back with an answer. Just sit tight."

***
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After completing the paperwork for the Warden's approval, CO Dawson stood outside the Warden's office, his nerves a steady hum beneath his calm demeanor. He took a deep breath and knocked twice on the heavy oak door.

"Come in," Warden Delaney's voice rang out, curt and commanding.

Dawson pushed the door open and stepped inside. Warden Delaney sat behind a large, clutter free desk, his steely eyes fixed on Dawson as he approached. Sunlight streamed in through the tall windows, casting long shadows across the room.

"Sir," Dawson began, standing at attention. "I need a moment of your time."

Delaney leaned back in his chair, folding his hands over his stomach.

"Go ahead, Dawson. What's on your mind?"

"It's about Mr. Lance Marlowe, sir," Dawson started cautiously. "He's been in the SHU for a few days now. We found a shank on him, but he's claiming it was planted. Says Lemuel Jenkins set him up."

Delaney's expression remained unreadable, his gaze sharp as a razor.

"And you believe him? Wasn't he the one who committed the stabbing?"

Dawson chose his words carefully.

"I've seen Jenkins pull this kind of thing before, sir. He's got half the block under his thumb. Lance, on the other hand, has a point. He's not the type to keep a shank on him. He knows the consequences. Besides, he's asking to go back to general population. He looks almost suicidal and says he won't stay in the SHU for anyone. With our history, we cannot afford another suicide on our records."

Delaney's mouth twitched into a cold, almost amused expression. He rested his elbows on the desk, steepling his fingers as he studied Dawson.

"So he wants out of the SHU. And he convinced you he's innocent."

"He made a compelling argument," Dawson replied. "All I'm saying is, it might be worth considering. Putting him back in population lets us keep a closer eye on Jenkins and his crew. Could be a strategic move."

A slow grin spread across Delaney's face.

"Oh. It's more than strategic." He paused, savoring the moment as Dawson stood in silence. "Lance dated my sister some years back. Broke her down in every way imaginable. Left her in pieces. He thinks that's closed and he can coast through his sentence. The SHU is too easy for him."

Dawson's eyebrows lifted slightly. He had not expected a personal angle.

"I want him back in general population," Delaney said. His voice had gone quiet. The quiet was worse than the smile had been. "Every man in that block reads an early release as cooperation. He'll wear that mark from the second he steps onto the tier. He won't know who to trust. That kind of paranoia is patient. It costs me nothing. It sends a message. You don't cross this facility or its Warden without facing the consequences."

Dawson pulled the release paperwork from the folder tucked under his arm and placed the forms on the desk.

"So, you'll sign off?"

Delaney picked up the pen, his eyes gleaming.

"Look at you, already prepared. You must have known I was going to agree. I will gladly sign." He scrawled his signature with a clean stroke. He capped the pen and looked up. "Process it immediately and let the games begin."

Dawson nodded.

"Understood, sir."

With a crisp sarcastic salute, he turned and left the office. The door closed behind him with a final, resounding click.

***
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A few hours later, C.O. Dawson walked with deliberate steps down the narrow, dimly lit hallway leading to the SHU. He carried the release paperwork in one hand, his expression a mask of professionalism, but behind it lurked a hint of smug satisfaction. As he approached Lance's cell, Dawson saw the man sitting on the edge of his bunk, head down, eyes fixed on the floor.

The clank of keys against the bars made Lance glance up, his eyes wary. Dawson tapped the metal door.

"Raise up, Mr. Marlowe. Looks like today's your lucky day."

Lance stood up, disbelief written across his face.

"You're shitting me?"

Dawson unlocked the cell door, gesturing for Lance to step forward.

"I shit you not. The Warden agreed to release you. You're going back to gen pop."

For a moment, Lance stood frozen, processing the words. Then a mixture of shock, relief, and something almost like gratitude washed over his features.

"You're serious? I'm really out of the seg?"

Dawson reached for the cuffs on his belt.

"You sound surprised. Isn't this what you wanted?"

Lance put his hands out, palms up to be cuffed.

"Yeah. It is. I wasn't lying. I'm just surprised, that's all." He paused, glancing at Dawson, weighing his next words. "Between you and me, I use to fuck with his sister for a few years. I ended up leaving her for this fine ass bitch. Damn! She was drop-dead-gorgeous. I just could not help myself. And his sister was fucked up from that. I figured the Warden might hold something against me and looking for that perfect moment. I wasn't sure I was walking out of there. Dead or alive."

Dawson's mouth quirked into a brief, humorless line as he cuffed Lance's wrists.

"Guess he didn't hold it against you. Or maybe he just doesn't care anymore and he and his sister has moved on. Either way, you're out. Turn around."

Lance obeyed, turning his back as Dawson cuffed his ankles. The click of metal against metal echoed in the tiny cell. Dawson patted him on the shoulder, guiding him forward.

"Let's go. We've got a bit of a walk to get you processed back."

As they moved down the hallway, Lance glanced sideways at Dawson.

"You really don't think it's strange? The Warden could've kept me locked up just to make my life hell."

Dawson gave a noncommittal shrug, his eyes fixed ahead.

"Maybe. But he didn't."

"No. I guess not." Lance muttered, trying to shake off the unease creeping into his chest. Something felt off about this whole situation. He could not put his finger on it.

They reached the door at the end of the hallway. Dawson swiped his keycard and the lock buzzed before it clicked open.

"Welcome back to the real world, Mr. Marlowe."

Lance nodded, taking a deep breath as he stepped through
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