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Chapter 1: Blue Light & Steel Bars
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Joe sat on the edge of his bunk, the cold cinderblock pressing through his back like a reminder that none of this was a dream.

The sentence.

The steel.

The waiting.

Prison had a way of making reality feel heavier than it already was. The walls didn’t care about regrets, and the bars didn’t listen to prayers. Time moved slower in here, stretching itself out until every hour felt like a punishment of its own.

The dim blue glow of his phone lit up his face, casting sharp shadows along his cheekbones and jawline. In the gray stillness of the cell, that tiny screen looked almost sacred — like a candle burning in a cathedral made of concrete and steel.

Lola’s face filled the screen.

She had fallen asleep again.

Joe leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he watched her breathe. The phone balanced loosely in his hand, but his eyes stayed locked on her.

Her chest rose and fell slowly.

Peacefully.

Her hair spilled across the pillow like dark ink across white paper. The soft glow of her bedroom lamp framed her face in warm light that prison never allowed.

She looked comfortable.

Safe.

Free.

Everything this place wasn’t.

Joe studied her the way a man memorizes something he knows he might lose.

Her lips twitched slightly in her sleep, like she was dreaming.

Maybe dreaming about him.

Maybe dreaming about a life where prison visits and collect calls didn’t exist.

He didn’t know.

But he watched her the way a starving man watches someone eat — quietly absorbing every detail.

Tomorrow was supposed to be their last goodbye.

The thought twisted in his stomach like rust scraping metal.

Eleven years.

Eleven long years.

Eleven years of collect calls that cut off right when the conversation got good. Eleven years of court dates, paperwork, and promises whispered through static prison phone lines.

Eleven years of Lola choosing him when she didn’t have to.

She had been there through everything.

Lockdowns.

Transfers.

Rumors.

Nights when Joe had stared at the ceiling of his cell and wondered if the outside world had already forgotten his name.

There were nights when prison tried to swallow a man whole.

Nights when the concrete walls felt like they were closing in on his lungs.

But Lola had always been there.

Calling.

Writing.

Showing up.

Loving him when he didn’t even love himself.

And that was the problem.

Joe rubbed his hands together slowly.

He wanted her free.

Free from prison gates.

Free from security checkpoints and waiting rooms.

Free from loving a man who belonged to the Department of Corrections.

Free from loving someone wrapped in steel and seconds.

But wanting her free felt like signing his own death certificate.

Because loving someone in prison meant the most selfless thing you could do...

Was let them go.

The sudden crackle of a walkie-talkie shattered the silence.

“Inmate Smith to visitation!”

Ms. Jones’ voice cut through the tier like a blade.

Joe blinked.

Reality snapped back into place.

His bunkmate groaned from the top rack and rolled over.

“You got visitation, bro?” he muttered sleepily.

Joe swung his legs off the bunk.

“Brush your damn teeth before you start interviewing me,” Joe muttered.

Even in prison, pride mattered.

Joe stood up and stretched slowly, rolling his shoulders back. The prison-issued shirt clung neatly to his chest. He smoothed it down instinctively.

A man still had to look sharp.

Even in prison.

Especially in prison.

He stepped into the dim hallway outside his cell.

The tier smelled like bleach, sweat, and cheap soap. Somewhere down the range a television murmured while an inmate coughed behind a metal door.

Ms. Jones stood near the gate, tapping her foot impatiently.

“Damn,” she said. “Took you long enough.”

Joe adjusted the collar of his shirt casually.

“You know a brother gotta get fresh for his lady,” he said with a half-smile. “She pulling up today.”

Ms. Jones stepped a little closer.

Closer than she needed to.

Her eyes lingered on him longer than a correctional officer’s usually did.

“You smell really good, Smith,” she said.

Her voice softened slightly.

“What do you have on?”

Joe paused.

Correctional officers didn’t normally comment on cologne.

Especially not like that.

“Curve Crush,” he replied calmly.

He gave her a controlled smile.

Ms. Jones looked him up and down once — slow and deliberate.

Joe felt the weight of it.

“Well,” she said finally, stepping back, “enjoy your visit, Smith.”

Joe nodded and walked down the hallway.

But he could still feel her eyes on his back.

He knew that look.

In prison, attention was currency.

And currency always came with a price.

Joe also knew better.

Correctional officers and inmates lived in two different worlds — even if those worlds shared the same walls.

Without turning around, he adjusted his collar slightly and kept walking.

Visitation was one kind of fire.

This?

This was another.

Every step toward the visitation room echoed down the corridor like a countdown.

This wasn’t just another visit.

It was supposed to be the end.

The visitation room always felt different.

Less like a cage.

More like an illusion.

The walls were still there.

The officers still watched.

Cameras still blinked in every corner.

But for a few hours, the prison pretended to be something human.

Families filled the room.

Children ran between chairs.

Vending machines hummed against the walls.

Voices overlapped into a low storm of conversation.

Joe scanned the room.

Then—

She walked in.

Lola didn’t just enter a room.

She changed the temperature inside it.

The harsh fluorescent lights seemed softer around her somehow. Her presence cut through the gray environment like color bleeding into black-and-white film.

For a moment...

Joe wasn’t Inmate 54721.

He was just a man.

Lola spotted him instantly.

Her entire face lit up.

“Hi, baby!”

She hurried across the room and wrapped her arms around him.

Joe felt her warmth against his chest, felt her heartbeat pressing against him. Her perfume filled his lungs, sweet and familiar.

For a moment the prison disappeared.

The kiss was slow.

Deep.

The kind that erased months of distance in seconds.

“I miss you so much,” she whispered softly.

Her hands cradled his face like he was something fragile.

Like he might break.

Joe closed his eyes for just a moment.

Then—

“Table 35!”

The correctional officer’s voice snapped through the room.

Reality crashed back in.

Lola rolled her eyes.

“I don’t like her attitude.”

Joe chuckled quietly.

“Yeah,” he said. “She doing too much.”

They sat down at the table.

A worn deck of cards sat between them.

Joe shuffled them slowly while Lola watched him with that familiar smile.

For a little while, things almost felt normal.

They played cards.

They laughed.

She teased him when he lost a hand.

He accused her of cheating.

For a moment it almost felt like they were sitting in a café somewhere instead of under surveillance.

But prison time doesn’t move forward.

It counts down.

Joe glanced at the clock on the wall.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Finally he leaned back in the chair.

“You deserve freedom,” he said quietly.

The words scraped coming out.

Lola froze.

Her eyes sharpened.

Joe rubbed his hands together.

“Not these cold bars,” he said. “Not the weight of my mistakes. Not loving a man wrapped in steel.”

Her jaw tightened.

“I want you soaring,” he continued. “Not chained to my sentence.”

He swallowed.

“I don’t want to hold you back.”

Silence stretched across the table.

Lola stared at him for several seconds.

Then she leaned back.

“Baby...” she said slowly.

Joe’s chest tightened.

“I know we said this visit would be our final goodbye.”

Joe nodded faintly.

“But I’ve decided I’m riding till the wheels fall off.”

The words hit him like a freight train.

“Lola—”

“No.”

Her voice didn’t shake.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

She leaned forward again, her eyes blazing.

“Tell whoever thinks they’re close...” she said firmly.

“I’m the headline, not the footnote.”

Joe stared at her.

“I’m the queen, not the side story.”

Her fingers tapped the table.

“I’m here.”

She leaned closer.

“And I’m staying.”

A correctional officer shifted near the wall, watching them carefully.

But in that moment...

The prison itself felt like a witness.

Love in captivity is louder.

Because it has to be.

They laughed again.

Played another round of cards.

Their hands brushed across the table sometimes, lingering just long enough to mean something.

But when visitation ended, the goodbye felt heavier than before.

Because now it wasn’t ending.

It was war.

Morning came loud.

Metal doors slammed open.

Boots scraped across concrete.

Voices echoed through the tier.

Joe lay on his bunk staring at the ceiling.

Lola’s words replayed in his mind.

I’m here.

And I’m staying.

His phone vibrated beside him.

Joe reached over and looked at the screen.

Destiny.

He answered.

Her voice came through calm.

Too calm.

“How was your visit with Lola?” she asked.

A pause.

“Did you guys break it off... or are you still seeing her?”

The question sliced clean.

Destiny wasn’t fire.

She was structure.

Peace.

She didn’t yell.

Didn’t accuse.

Didn’t burn.

Lola was passion.

Chaos.

Loyalty sharpened into a weapon.

And Joe?

Joe was a man in prison pretending he could balance both without getting scorched.

He swallowed slowly.

The walls suddenly felt closer.

The air thinner.

Because now this wasn’t about goodbye.

It was about choice.

And every choice in Joe’s life had already cost him something.

As the tier buzzed with morning noise, Joe closed his eyes.

Love, like freedom, felt like something he was never meant to keep.

And somewhere between steel bars and blue light...

The storm had just begun.
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Chapter 2: The Storm and the Anchor
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The air in Joe’s cell felt heavy enough to choke on.

It wasn’t just the humidity trapped between concrete walls or the stale scent of bleach and sweat that never quite left the prison tier. It was something deeper — a pressure that settled into a man’s chest and refused to move.

Joe sat on his bunk, phone pressed tight to his ear, his elbow resting on his knee as if the weight of the conversation required physical balance.

His heart thudded slowly against his ribs.

Not from fear of the guards.

Not from prison politics.

Not even from the possibility of the phone being discovered.

This was something far more dangerous.

Choice.

Destiny’s voice flowed through the speaker like warm honey.

Calm.

Measured.

Steady.

Joe closed his eyes as she spoke, letting the sound of her voice push back the harsh reality around him for just a moment.

He could picture her standing in her kitchen.

Soft golden light spilling across clean countertops.

Maybe she was leaning against the sink, her long hair falling gently over one shoulder. Maybe she had one hand wrapped around a mug, steam rising slowly into the quiet of the room.

Wherever she stood, there was peace around her.

A stillness.

An order to life that prison had long ago stolen from him.

That image clashed violently with the gray concrete closing in around him.

Steel toilet.

Thin mattress.

Cinderblock walls that swallowed warmth and echoed every sound.

The contrast made
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