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While this story is presented as fiction, some scenes, emotions, and situations are inspired by the author's real-life experiences while incarcerated. Certain events are drawn from memories and observations from behind prison walls, while others have been fictionalized for storytelling purposes. Names, characters, and some situations have been created or altered to serve the narrative.
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BOOM!

The dorm doors exploded open.

“SHAKEDOWN!”

The whole housing unit froze for half a heartbeat before chaos broke loose. Officers stormed in fast. Boots pounding concrete. Radios screaming. Keys rattling. Commands flying from every direction.

“EVERYBODY UP!”

“MOVE!”

“NO TALKING!”

“GET TO THE YARD!”

Curtis jumped off his bunk.

“Oh, hell no.”

Joe’s heart slammed against his ribs, but his face stayed calm.

That was survival.

Never let panic show. Panic made officers look harder. Panic made inmates watch closer.

Joe looked down at the phone in his hand.

Everything in his life was inside that little device. Monica. Lola. Destiny. Money. Messages. Business. Secrets.

If that phone got found, it wasn’t just a write-up. It was a whole investigation.

Joe moved quickly, but not too quickly. He slid off the bunk, grabbed one boot, and bent down like he was tying it. His eyes never went straight to the hiding spot.

That was rule number one.

Never look at what mattered.

Behind the lower vent panel near the wall was a small loose space Joe had worked open weeks ago. It wasn’t perfect, but it had kept him safe so far.

His fingers moved behind the metal.

Quick.

Smooth.

The phone disappeared into the hiding spot.

“MOVE, SMITH!”

Joe stood immediately with both hands visible.

“Yes, sir.”

An officer rushed past him while another started pushing inmates toward the exit. Curtis looked at Joe with wide eyes, but Joe gave him nothing.

No expression.

No signal.

Nothing.

The whole dorm was being forced out. Some men had one shoe on. Some had shirts halfway over their shoulders. Others were still trying to wake up while officers shoved them toward the door.

“OUTSIDE!”

“TO THE YARD!”

Joe walked with the line of inmates, but every step away from his cell felt like he was leaving part of himself behind.

The phone was hidden.

But hidden didn’t mean safe.

Miles away from the prison walls, Lola sat inside a small office cubicle staring at her computer screen without really seeing anything on it. The keyboard in front of her had gone untouched for almost ten minutes.

Her coworker Denise noticed immediately.

“You alright today?”

Lola blinked.

“Huh?”

“You been staring at that same spreadsheet forever.”

Lola forced a small smile.

“I’m good.”

Denise leaned back in her chair.

“No, you ain’t.”

Lola rubbed her forehead slowly.

“It’s just... relationship stuff.”

Denise laughed softly.

“That man again?”

Lola looked down at her desk.

“Yeah.”

“Girl, I thought you said you was done with him.”

Lola thought about lying. But she was tired.

“Tried to be.”

“Tried?”

“I keep telling myself I’m walking away. Then he call me, and it’s like all that anger disappear.”

Denise gave her a look.

“That sound dangerous.”

Lola smiled weakly.

“You don’t know the half of it.”

Her mind drifted back to visitation. Destiny walking through those doors. The tension. The pressure. The feeling in her chest when she realized Joe was sitting between two worlds ready to collide.

Denise noticed her expression.

“What happened?”

Lola shook her head slowly.

“This woman showed up at visitation. Another one of his women.”

Denise’s eyes widened.

“Oh hell no.”

“Yeah.”

“So what you do?”

Lola looked down and smiled despite herself.

“That’s the crazy part.”

“What?”

“He controlled the whole situation.”

Denise frowned.

“How?”

“He stayed calm. Didn’t panic. Didn’t let either one of us see fear in him. He just... handled it.”

Lola still remembered Joe’s voice. Steady. Calm. Controlled. Like prison had taught him how to survive pressure without flinching.

“He got some kind of hold on you, huh?” Denise asked softly.

Lola looked toward the office window.

“Yeah.”

“And you know it.”

“Yeah.”

Denise sighed.

“That man in prison talking to multiple women, and you still can’t leave him alone?”

Lola laughed softly, but there was pain in it.

“I tried.”

“So why can’t you?”

Lola’s eyes lowered.

“Because when he talk to me, he make me feel like I’m the only thing keeping him alive in there.”

The room went quiet.

Then Lola whispered something she hadn’t meant to say out loud.

“And maybe he the only thing keeping me alive out here.”

Outside, the prison yard was already filling up with inmates from different dorms. Men stood around confused, angry, and nervous while officers lined the fences with their hands near their belts. Nobody looked relaxed.

This wasn’t a regular search.

This felt bigger.

Joe sat at one of the metal tables with Big Dee and Lil Ahk.

Big Dee looked toward the housing units.

“They hitting everything.”

Lil Ahk leaned forward.

“This from that library war.”

Joe stayed quiet for a moment before leaning closer.

“Listen. Me and Jones had a talk before this happened.”

Both of them looked at him immediately.

“About what?” Big Dee asked.

Joe lowered his voice.

“We talking bigger now.”

Lil Ahk’s eyes narrowed.

“How big?”

“We stop playing small. Build a real team. More officers. More movement. Front-door movement.”

Big Dee leaned back slowly.

“Damn.”

“She serious?” Lil Ahk asked.

Joe nodded once.

“Dead serious.”

Nobody spoke for a second because they all understood what that meant.

Not just cigarettes anymore.

Not just a few phones moving through the compound.

Real money.

Organized money.

Protection.

Inside help.

Big Dee rubbed his chin slowly.

“That kind of money change everything.”

Joe nodded.

“Exactly.”

Then his expression hardened.

“That’s why we can’t have no slip-ups.”

“You talking about the phones,” Lil Ahk said.

“I’m talking about all of it,” Joe answered quietly. “But especially them phones. If one of us get caught with one right now, that could blow the whole thing up before it even start.”

Big Dee looked toward the dorms again.

“You think this shakedown connected?”

Joe exhaled slowly.

“I don’t know. But if administration start digging hard, everything we building dies before it even gets moving.”

Big Dee nodded.

“Then we tighten everything up.”

Joe looked at both of them.

“No mistakes.”

The yard stayed tense for hours. Rumors moved faster than truth inside prison.

“They found knives in C dorm.”

“I heard they found three phones already.”

“They got dogs in there.”

“I heard Internal Affairs in the building.”

That last one tightened Joe’s stomach.

Internal Affairs changed everything. Regular officers wrote reports. IA connected dots. Call logs. Money. Staff involvement. Patterns.

Joe rubbed his jaw slowly. Monica’s number wasn’t in the phone. She always called restricted, just like he told her to. But if that phone got found right now, everything they were planning could collapse.

Lil Ahk glanced over.

“You thinking too hard.”

Joe kept staring toward the dorm.

“A thinker stay alive in this place.”

Another hour passed. Then another. Officers kept walking the yard slowly, studying faces. Every time one came near Joe’s table, his body tightened.

He kept expecting it.

“Smith, stand up.”

“Smith, come with us.”

But nobody came.

That should’ve made him feel better. It didn’t.

Because if they found the phone and hadn’t come for him yet, maybe they were waiting. Watching. Setting a trap.

Joe looked around the yard again. Every face started looking suspicious. One inmate stared too long before looking away. Another whispered near the fence. Joe noticed all of it.

What if somebody had seen him hide it?

What if another inmate knew the spot?

His mind kept moving.

Then he thought about Monica again. About building the team. About getting to the real money. One phone getting caught could destroy everything before it even started.

Finally, after hours of waiting, officers started calling dorms back one group at a time.

Joe stood slowly.

The walk back felt longer than usual.

When the doors opened, the smell hit first. Dust. Sweat. Toothpaste. Torn property.

The dorm looked destroyed. Mattresses flipped. Sheets thrown everywhere. Lockers hanging open. Pictures ripped down. Food scattered across the floor.

Big Dee cursed under his breath.

“This some bullshit.”

Lil Ahk immediately started checking his area.

But Joe moved slower. He already knew where he needed to go.

His eyes found the vent near his bunk.

It was slightly crooked.

Enough for him to notice.

Joe sat down on the bunk and waited. Too many people moving. Too many eyes watching. He pulled a few items back into place like everybody else. Then, when the noise of the dorm rose again, he leaned down.

His fingers slipped behind the vent.

Empty.

Joe froze.

He reached deeper.

Nothing.

His breath caught. He checked again slower this time.

Still nothing.

The phone was gone.

For a few seconds, the whole dorm faded away. Joe sat there staring at nothing. Gone.

Big Dee saw his face immediately.

“What happened, bro?”

Joe looked at him coldly.

“My damn phone gone.”

Lil Ahk came over fast.

“You sure?”

“I know where I put it.”

Nobody spoke for a moment.

Big Dee looked around slowly.

“Maybe police got it.”

“But if police got it, why they ain’t pull you?” Lil Ahk asked.

That was exactly what Joe had been thinking.

If officers found a phone after a shakedown like this, somebody would’ve said something. A report. A lieutenant. Handcuffs. Segregation. Something.

But there was nothing.

No questions.

No DR.

No cuffs.

Just silence.

And silence inside prison was dangerous.

Joe checked under the mattress, behind the locker, inside his shoes. Nothing.

Big Dee lowered his voice.

“Maybe they took it and ain’t saying nothing yet.”

Joe already knew that was possible. That was the problem. Everything was possible.

Maybe officers had it.

Maybe another inmate had it.

Maybe somebody was holding it to use against him.

Maybe it was already in Internal Affairs’ hands.

Joe sat back down slowly. His mind went straight to the calls. Lola might call. Destiny might call. Monica might call. If the wrong person answered, everything could explode.

Big Dee sat beside him.

“What you want to do?”

Joe stared at the floor.

“Nothing.”

Lil Ahk frowned.

“Nothing?”

“Right now, nothing.”

Because making a move too fast could expose more than the phone. If he started asking questions, people would know something was missing. If he acted scared, officers might notice.

So Joe did the only thing he could do.

He sat still.

And let suspicion eat at him.

By nightfall, the dorm had mostly settled down. Inmates cleaned up property, cursed officers, and checked hiding spots. Every few minutes somebody complained about what was missing.

“They took my pictures.”

“They stole my coffee.”

“They broke my radio.”

But nobody said anything about a phone.

That made it worse.

Because the phone had disappeared clean.

Too clean.

Later that night, Joe sat on his bunk staring at the vent while the dorm lights dimmed. Every sound made him look up. Every set of keys made him think they were coming.

He imagined the disciplinary report before it even happened.

Possession of contraband communication device.

Investigation pending.

Segregation.

Loss of privileges.

Joe leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes. But all he could see was that empty hiding spot.

Curtis stepped closer quietly.

“Joe.”

Joe opened his eyes.

“What?”

Curtis hesitated.

“Look... if they got the phone...”

Joe stared at him.

Curtis swallowed hard.

“I’ll take the charge for you.”

The cell went quiet.

Joe looked at him hard.

“That’s some real shit.”

Curtis shrugged nervously.

“You looked out for me since I came in this dorm.”

Joe studied him for a long moment.

“You got bigger things moving,” Curtis continued quietly. “I know that.”

Big Dee looked over from his bunk while Lil Ahk stayed silent.

Curtis rubbed the back of his neck.

“If it come down to it, I’ll say it was mine.”

Joe stared at him.

“I’ma make sure you straight too, for keeping it a brick.”

Then Joe slowly looked back toward the vent.

Somewhere inside that prison, somebody had his phone. Somebody knew where it had been hidden. Somebody knew enough to take it without leaving a trace.

And Joe still had no idea if that somebody was trying to save him...

Or destroy him.

All he knew was this.

The phone was gone.

No report had come.

No officer had questioned him.

No inmate had spoken on it.

And that meant the real danger had not shown itself yet.

Joe stared into the darkness of the dorm, his jaw tight and his thoughts racing.

The shakedown was over.

But the real problem had just begun.
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