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    AUTHOR’S NOTE

    Join me for a bit of time travel back to the beginning of my career. I was subletting a crappy apartment the summer before my senior year of college. My room was subterranean, the barred window above casting scant light and showing only the shoes of passersby. In the hours before and after my summer job, I set my laptop on an actual apple crate and started writing The Tower.

    It’s different from anything I’ve written since. More violent and unforgiving, an excess of smart-ass, it has, I hope, a drive and energy that one generally only encounters in first novels. I wrote it with no seat belt and no brakes, the kind of writing a young writer does when there’s no one waiting to read what he or she is putting down. I hope you dig watching Jade Marlow, master tracker, slug it out with brutal serial killer, Allander Atlasia. It’s fun for me to look back at what my fevered imagination dreamt up and I hope you find the ride enjoyable as well.

    I’ve put in a couple decades worth of typing between that summer and the day I started writing Orphan X, the first thriller in my new series. Orphan X stars a different kind of dark hero in Evan Smoak. But if you squint, you’ll be able to discern some of the same DNA in both Jade and Evan. After all, The Tower and that dimly lit subterranean room are where my journey began. Thanks for taking it with me.

    —Gregg Hurwitz, Mulholland Drive, 22nd December 2015


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

My parents, for teaching me dedication by example.

My sister, Dr. Melissa Hurwitz, for being my first reader back when I supplemented text with crayon art.

Kelly Macmanus, for her general benevolence and precocious sagacity.

Jess Taylor, whom I will always consider my first writing teacher, for his professorial eye and (alas) rapier wit.

Stephen F. Breimer, my attorney, for his circumspection and occasional well-directed intensity.

Joel Gotler, Alan Nevins, and Irv Schwartz of The Renaissance Agency for all their hard work on my behalf.

And my editors:

Chuck Adams, for doing the kind of editing that many claim no longer gets done, and for setting a standard of excellence I will strive to emulate.

Michael Korda, for his incisive notes, warmth of character, and inexhaustible talent when it comes to all things written.


What in the midst lay but the Tower itself?

The round squat turret, blind as the fool’s heart,

Built of brown stone, without a counterpart

In the whole world.

—ROBERT BROWNING,

“CHILDE ROLAND TO THE DARK TOWER CAME”


PROLOGUE

HE didn’t sleep well, but then he never did. He woke in the night and it seemed as if he had been awake all along. He tried to close his eyes and let sleep wash over him again, but it didn’t.

Throwing back the covers, he swung his feet over the edge of the bed and rested his hands on his knees. The first light of morning showed through the blinds. Soft morning light, still dull around the edges. He shook his head, rubbed his eyes, and stood up.

The dim light cut him at the waist and shadowed the muscles in his stomach. He ran his hand hard across the back of his neck and stretched his shoulders. The greenness of his eyes was startling; they seemed to draw the dim light of the room into themselves. Green, flickering gems set in the dark silhouette of a face.

Picking up a thin chain from the nightstand, he examined it for a moment before putting it on. He had worn the chain for years, though he had long since removed the medical tags it once held.

He pulled the blinds up. It was 5:26 in the morning and the air was still a heavy gray. He went into the kitchen and took a healthy swig from a carton of milk. The house was impeccably neat, as if some divine hand had swept things into order. He placed the milk back in the refrigerator, pushing it gently into line with the other items.

The living room was adjacent to the kitchen, and he went and lay across the couch. The room seemed empty although it was filled with furniture. It was sparsely but well decorated.

He grabbed the remote from the glass table and flicked on the TV without looking at it. Blue light danced across his face and the hum of voices filled the room. He gazed at the ceiling, shut his eyes, and counted as he breathed. He was still for a long time. It was a forced restfulness.

Finally, he got up and went to the bedroom. Lying backward on the bed, he put his feet on the wall. He reached into a drawerful of papers in his nightstand. On top was a Phi Beta Kappa key. His dirty little secret. He turned it aside and dug deeper, pulling out a racquetball.

He squeezed it, then threw it at the wall, catching it in front of his face. The ball’s rhythm relaxed him, the tick against the wall, the tock against his palm.

The television sounded from the other room. The sounds of six in the morning. “Tired of spending another night rearranging your sock drawer? Well, now’s your chance! It’s time to be social—but not in a way that’ll make you uncomfortable, like in all those singles bars.”

Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Each time he caught the ball, he gave it a firm squeeze, pressing his fingertips into its soft surface. Tick. Tock.

“I never thought it would be so easy. I just pick up the phone and I have a whole network of friends to talk to.”

He looked over at his phone. It was like the President’s line. It usually rang out.

Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. He was into the four hundreds when he lost count. The ball became a blue blur, a line to the wall and back to his face. He threw and caught, threw and caught as the sun made its tedious ascent outside his window.

At about seven, he got up and went into the study. He pulled a pistol from the top-left drawer and felt its familiar balance in his hand. It was a Sig Sauer, government issue, a weapon he had learned to use and love in his Quantico days.

He went to the dining room and gazed out across his front yard. There was a difference in the air that he could taste, as if something was about to fall out of place.

He twirled the pistol around his finger, cocked it and uncocked it expertly with his thumb, and twirled it again. A mail truck made its way slowly up the street, stopping at each house. It passed his mailbox without slowing and went to the next.

Pulling a chair around the table to face the window, he sat down, leaning back so two of the chair’s legs tilted off the ground. The early morning joggers were out: a tired middle-aged man, a mother with her daughter, a couple with a dog.

He played with his pistol almost unconsciously, turning it over in his hand, spinning it around his finger, catching it in his palm. Sometimes he held it at arm’s length, sometimes he held it on his lap. But he always held it well.

The stream of light through the front window climbed his body slowly as the sun rose. Just before it reached his eyes, he got up and walked back into the study, pulling a maple gun case from the drawer. He slid the pistol back into the velvet lining. It fit snugly. His fingers perched lightly on the case’s lid as his gaze lingered on the gun. He slammed the case shut.

There was a name emblazoned on its brass plate: JADE MARLOW.
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THE TOWER was magnificent, rooted beneath the swelling waves and standing proudly above the inconsistency of the water. It rose firmly and elegantly, layered with stone over metal, tall and sleek in the salty breeze.

Nicknamed “Alcatraz II” by law enforcers and government officials, and “The Boat Pokey” by inmates across the country, the Peter Briggs Federal Penitentiary was famous for one reason and one reason alone: the Tower. The Tower was conceived over a table covered with cigarette butts and half-drunk cups of coffee at 3:32 in the morning. It had been an election year. Peter Briggs had won the election.

The regular prison, Maingate, framed the end of a peninsula by San Francisco that jutted into the Pacific. It contained the expendable criminal element, those with life sentences doubled back over life sentences. Yet the worst of the worst had a special distinction even within Maingate.

The Tower was fifty yards offshore at low tide. Only about eighteen feet in diameter, it housed twelve levels of prison units, two cells on each floor. It sat within an inlet cut into the craggy walls of the peninsula. When the tide rose, it inched up the side of the structure until only the last two levels peeped out above the water.

A peripheral fence blocked the prison from the vast expanse of sea beyond, its enormous posts grounded with concrete plugs in the ocean floor. Access to the Tower could be gained only by boat, and only from the heavily guarded grounds of Maingate. The guards shuttled back and forth on speedboats like little insects busy at work.

The Tower was constructed to be the most airtight security facility in the world. Like anything built with such exuberance, it had a few design flaws—a few places where overzealousness lapsed into an arrogant carelessness. However, for the most part, the Tower was what it was designed to be: a steel trap.

Level One was used for storage only, so the second level was the lowest floor that housed prisoners. Because it was the darkest, Level Two was referred to as “the Dungeon.” The loudest prisoners were kept there so their noise wouldn’t disturb the guards.

The first eight levels were always underwater, and the only natural light they received filtered through the steel bars from the floors above. The twelfth level remained empty, for security reasons. Despite the tremendous precautions, the warden felt Level Twelve was just too close to freedom and the guards above.

A large fan, protected by a steel gate, was situated underneath the first level. Piping ran beneath the ocean floor from the mainland, drawing air to feed the fan. But the sluggish movement of the blades was not enough to sweep the musk from the air. Only the top four levels had vents, though those on Level Nine were never opened, as they were almost always beneath the ocean’s surface.

A single carbon gaslight was encased in bulletproof glass on every other level, slightly illuminating the metal walls. These bleak lights trailed through the dimness of the Tower, making it seem as thickly claustrophobic as a mine shaft. At night, they were turned off.

The interior of the Tower was constructed of thick steel bars. There was barely a quarter of an inch between the bars and the outer wall, which sat over the steel intestines like a stone hide. Not only were the unit walls made from such bars, but also the floors and ceilings.

Home to men who could kill with paper clips and keys, the Tower was designed as the barest possible livable environment. No plaster could be risked for walls, no wood for floors. The steel bars that composed the inside of the Tower had another advantage: They allowed the guards to see through the levels to check on the inmates. Initially, the architects had experimented with an unbreakable glass, but they had found that it fogged heavily with mist from the ocean and created a ventilation nightmare.

The outside wall of each curved cell measured twenty feet, and the cells were five feet in width. Each faced its mirror image across “the Hole,” an open cylinder of air that ran straight down the center of the Tower. There were spacings of eight and one-third feet between the units on each side; this ensured that the prisoners never established bodily contact, and that the guards could always remain out of reach.

Due to the fact that the ceiling of each cell also served as the floor for the one above it, the prisoners could most easily communicate with the men directly above or below them. Although this design element may have seemed a lapse in the Tower’s tight security, few of the men were tall enough to reach their ceilings, even from their beds. Those who were could hardly get their fingers to the bars, let alone through them. The neck-strained interaction between the floors served the Tower’s design: to break the spirits of nearly indomitable men by removing from them all the trappings of civilization.

The cells each had a minuscule toilet with a small tap that swung into place above it, allowing it to double as a sink. The toilets caught the water before it spiraled down through the barred floors. Each unit had a single mattress on a steel frame, and a thick blanket for the chilly nights off the California coast.

The Hole formed the shaft for the platform elevator, four feet in diameter, which was operated by a handheld unit. Precisely framing the elevator was a two-foot platform between the Hole and the unit doors. When not in use, the elevator was raised out of the top of the Hole ten feet in the air, leaving only the dark emptiness below.

When the prisoners were unruly or when it rained (which rarely happened), the large Hatch was swung into place underneath the raised elevator, blocking out all natural light and moisture. However, when the sun was directly overhead and the Hatch was open, light shone through the metal mesh of the raised elevator, and the two men on Level Eleven could see clearly down into the units ten levels beneath them.

A prisoner was shackled around his biceps and wrists when transported, and his thighs were strapped together to allow only minimal leg movement. He was sent down the elevator with a guard on each side. He was always gagged, and often hooded. At all times, one of the two guards had a gun with the safety off trained on the prisoner. The necessity of such seemingly paranoid precautions had been learned at painful expense. Prisoners were only moved once, and they were only moved in.

Before a prisoner was taken to the Tower, a small sensor was surgically embedded in the tip of the ring finger on his left hand. If he escaped, this device allowed his movements to be tracked. The prisoners were put under general anesthesia while the sensors were installed, and were kept heavily drugged until a significant amount of healing had taken place, sometimes five or six days. The Maingate physicians feared if the prisoners fully awakened before then, they would dig the sensors out with their nails and teeth.

Food was delivered to the prisoners twice a day. It came in the form of a large loaf containing all the necessary nutrients to allow an animal to function. A cross between quiche and bread, the loaves were light brown when cooked correctly. They required no plates or silverware, part of the reason for their continued use. They were delivered by a guard at precisely 10:30 A.M. and 7:15 P.M.; he slid them through a small rectangular slot, barely the size of the loaf itself, at the bottom of each unit door.

A long metal arm with two outgrowths at the end was used to guide the loaves through the slot. The loaves were referred to by the inmates as “shithouse bricks.” They had minimal taste.

When a prisoner behaved perfectly for a week, he was allowed a large sheet of paper and two crayons with which to entertain himself. A guard held a box through the bars with a metal arm to retrieve the crayons when the time was up. This was called “Sketch Duty.”

Sketch Duty was perhaps the only activity that the prisoners unanimously held to be important. It was the sole end of the prisoners’ lives to obtain this hour of distraction each week. They could keep the pictures in their cells for two days, and then they were removed and taken to be analyzed at the criminal psychology department of the Ressler Institute on the mainland. The pictures were often used in lectures.

Aside from the occasional books they were allowed, Sketch Duty was all that the prisoners had to break the monotony. Inside the Tower, minutes could stretch to hours, hours to lifetimes.

Despair prevailed in the bowels of the prison; nobody would ever be released and nobody had ever escaped its dark confines. The inmates sat pressed against the metal bars of their cramped cells, reciting their tales in the broken tongues of idiots.
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ALLANDER Atlasia sat on the bed wrapped in a frayed blanket, his knees tucked tightly to his chin. The small bed was more than ample for his wiry frame. Outside, the waves pounded ceaselessly against the side of the Tower, causing the structure to hum with a deep vibration. Allander braced himself against the onslaught, relaxing his muscles slightly before another wave caused the Tower to shudder anew.

His long, stringy hair curved in wisps to his cheeks, a dark brown cascade that accented his high cheekbones. His eyes squinted, just barely, making him look either sarcastic or like a child protecting his eyes from the sun. At first glance, many people dismissed Allander as a skinny adolescent recently grown to manhood, but he was in fact quite strong.

Allander’s moodiness was the most terrifying aspect of his personality. When he’d been in the correctional ward as an adolescent, nurses had noted that he seemed to wake up as a different person every morning. He was a whimpering child when the rain hammered against the window, a sullen boy who poked frogs’ eyes out with his finger, a sweet youth who cried against a nurse’s bosom, an angry adolescent who painfully tweaked the incipient breasts of the girls in the ward.

He could be deathly frail or dreadfully powerful. After a year in prison, he came down with a case of pneumonia. A nurse who was new on rotation failed to see the security signs outside his room. She unlocked the door and entered alone to check on him. His face was tinged blue and his teeth chattered loudly, causing an echo in the sterile room. She sat at his bedside and rocked the boy (who was now close to twenty) against her breast until he warmed beneath his blankets.

When the security guard walked past the infirmary, he noticed the open door. Gun drawn, he charged into the room and pulled the nurse away despite her protestations. After she complained about the incident, the warden released several photographs of Allander’s victims for her perusal. She sat down after the second one, requested a glass of water after the fifth, and turned in her resignation after the seventh. Through the bars on his window, Allander watched her leave the prison, shaking her head, her steps slow and unsure.

When he was moved to the Tower after the “lawyer incident” (as it was referred to in the vague prison memo), he rode the elevator down through the Hole, bound, with an armed guard on each side and a sack tied over his head. He didn’t flinch as the other inmates taunted him and screamed, banging the bars. It wasn’t often that a new visitor came for them to play with. Allander was thirty-three years old.

He was placed in Unit 10A, and asked to turn around and back up against the door. From the safety of the platform, the larger guard reached through the bars and unlocked his handcuffs and thigh strap, then pulled the sack off his head and untied the gag. Allander wore a mask of calm, apparently not intimidated by the shrieks that carried up and down the Hole.

The ruckus quieted as the prisoners tired of their new toy. They resigned themselves to bed, their heads settling to rest on the stained yellow pillows. After the shouts stopped echoing, after not an inmate stirred in the jet, black night, Allander drew the thin blanket to his face and shook uncontrollably.

On rare occasions, high tide was moderate enough that the top three levels stayed above the ocean’s brink. The water would remain just under the vents of Level Ten, so the guards would open them to aid the air circulation. In the deathly heat of the summer, the prisoners would lie bare-chested on their cots, fanning themselves with their blankets and dousing their bodies with water from the toilets. But as dusk fell like a funeral veil across the sky, the cool San Francisco air crept through the vents and into the bones of the prisoners. The guards would laugh as the inmates shuddered and clamored in their metal rooms.

On these nights, Allander would retreat to the safety of his bed and stare through the thin gaps in the vents. As moonlight spread across the water, it engendered figures and shapes, creatures and monsters that crept in the swirls and eddies. He stifled his cries as he saw clowns dancing above the whitecaps, their long, white arms reaching toward him through the waves, their laughing red mouths rippling in the water’s surface, mouthing threats and delights eternal.

Only once did he lose control, and he hurled himself against the metal bars, screaming in despair. “JUST COME IN! Come in now and take me. TAKE ME!”

He collapsed, cowering in the corner under the vent. His eyes bulged wide in dreadful anticipation as he slowly became aware of the laughter filling the air around him.
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IN Unit 2A of the Dungeon was Tommy “Cuckoo T” Giacondia, perhaps the most famous living Mafia hitman. Tommy at one time had weighed over two hundred and fifty pounds, but since his imprisonment five years before, he had lost over a hundred. Now he looked thin and weak, his cheeks and eyes filled with shadow. His weight loss had no effect on his vocal capacity, however; he constantly bellowed complaints up the Hole, most of which dealt with the food. Evidently, Tommy was used to a more varied diet than a loaf for every meal.

“This shit,” he would say. “I wouldn’t feed this to my worst enemy. I wouldn’t make his dog eat this shithouse brick if it pissed on my mother’s grave.”

This was perhaps because he dealt with his worst enemies (or those of the Berlucciano family) in far more colorful ways. His signature disposal method was an original one. He would tie up his victim in a closet of an abandoned warehouse, and then cut off the tips of his fingertips about midway down the nail. He would leave them to bleed to death or to die slowly of dehydration. They were usually found weeks after he left them, their fingers scraped down to the top knuckles from trying to escape.

Tommy ran into trouble on the Merloni hit. He had finished only the first two fingers of the right hand when the cops arrived at the scene. Tommy came out shooting and took two bullets to the gut, but was rushed to the hospital and lived to stand trial.

The victim testified with a large bandage wrapped around his hand. When photographs of Tommy’s last hits were circulated to the jury, an accountant in the front row fainted. Needless to say, Tommy wound up with life, no parole. Perhaps even worse, he never found out who’d tipped off the police. This question consumed him, swimming through his mind on long afternoons until the bittersweet thought of revenge tightened his hands into fists.

But Tommy was a different man now. His time in the Tower had worn him down, like water over a rock. His edges dulled, he smoothed against opposition.

Although he was a horrible artist, he loved Sketch Duty passionately. One day, he refused to return his crayons when his hour was up. And when the time came for him to relinquish his picture, he would not. Using his semen, he pasted his childish drawing of a single potted flower on his wall bars and admired it as if it were a Renoir. The guards could not have prisoners disobeying the rules, and although they wouldn’t open the unit door to retrieve the picture, they could render it worthless from outside.

Tommy regarded them nervously as they rode down on the elevator trailing a thick hose usually used for washing down the inmates. “Whaddaya want? Whaddaya want with my flower?” They didn’t answer him; they just turned on the water full blast, dousing the unit and drenching the picture.

He shrieked and tried to block the stream with his body, but it was too late. The colors faded into the darkening paper and the ruined picture fell in a wad through the floor bars. He started crying like a child, big, round tears running down his cheeks. “My flower,” he said over and over. “My beautiful flower.”

That was the last time Tommy got Sketch Duty. In the Tower, one chance was all you had.

Although he kept up his contentious front, Tommy Giacondia was gone on the inside, rendered totally harmless. That was a bad thing to be in the Tower, surrounded by men who smelled weakness more strongly than anything else. So, as a means of protection, Tommy kept loud.

Across from him was Safran Habbád, a bomb specialist who worked contracts for Third-World countries. During a South American coup in the early eighties, he had taken out an entire government cabinet.

He was captured in the United States a few years later, fulfilling a contract on a Massachusetts senator who was a strong advocate of gun control. Safran was cornered in the house after he’d set the bomb, and he’d refused to surrender. It exploded in the kitchen, and although he was on the second floor, he still lost half the flesh on his face to the blast, as well as a considerable amount on his back, arms, and legs. He’d attempted to burn down his hospital room to avoid his trial, hoping perhaps to rise from his ashes and spread his wings, but his escapade had failed and he was sentenced, ironically, to life.

The first day Safran moved to Level Two, Tommy greeted him in his usual manner.

“You stupid falafel-eating Seven-Eleven prick. You shut the fuck up if you gonna live here by me. Bombing houses of families, you’re a sicko. A spaccone.”

Safran swore back at him in several languages before commenting on Italy’s paltry effort in the Second World War, implying that it was due to the deficient genital dimensions of the soldiers. The two men were quickly embroiled in the first of many violent arguments in which neither understood much of what the other said.

Alone on Level Three was Mills Benedick. The guards decided to leave Unit 3A vacant rather than subject even a Tower prisoner to Mills on a daily basis. He stood hunched over, his rounded shoulders heaving as he loudly drew breath.

An unusual amount of body hair covered him, curling thickly around his shoulders and arms. There was no line where his head hair ended in the back and his body hair began. Mills ate by shoving his loaf against his mouth, grunting and sucking the food in.

Mills had escaped a high-security mental institution two years after he was committed. He’d become a serial rapist in his brief stint in the outside world, committing five rapes in the seven days he was free.

He would break into single women’s homes during the day and hide until they came home from work and went to sleep. Sneaking to their beds, he would pounce on them, quickly pressing duct tape over their mouths and eyes. Once he had their heads adequately fixed to the beds, he would undress the women slowly and stare at their naked bodies. Then, from his heavy perch upon their chests, he’d begin to masturbate. Finally he’d unleash himself on their bodies, hurling himself into them and thrashing until he was relieved.

Six of the women had severe bite wounds on their breasts and faces; one victim had even died mid-act (the forensic pathologist concluded), when Mills had ripped out her larynx with his teeth.

The day he was captured, Mills had fled a rape scene after he’d heard sirens approaching. He’d run several miles over rough terrain with tree branches cutting his arms and cheeks. Sweat ran into his cuts and his eyes, and he’d begun to bellow with pain. A frightened farmer, believing there was a wild animal on the loose, had called the police.

The police tracked Mills to a church in the hills, and they positioned themselves outside, peering through binoculars to fix his location.

Inside, the sun bled harshly through the stained-glass windows, casting distorted images across the pews. Mills sat on the stairs leading to the altar, holding his head in his hands, dust floating about him in the multicolored air. When he raised his head, the light ran madly across his unshaven face.

The police burst in from their silent vigil, shattering windows and breaking down doors. Mills stood on the stairs and screamed, a terrified, primal roar, his face distorted as spittle flowed over the brink of his bottom lip, spilling onto his bristled chin. Before verbal contact could be established, a scared rookie sank two tranquilizer darts into Mills’s upper chest. Mills woke up on Level Three.

Another personality in the Tower was Cyprus Fraker, a former Ku Klux Klan Grand Wizard from Alabama. His Klan chapter had grown to be influential at a local political level and, eventually, he was indicted on charges of embezzlement.

Cyprus was less immediately dangerous than the other inmates, but he wound up in the Tower because at Maingate he’d led the Aryan Fist organization, which had been responsible for several prison assassinations. The officials thought it better to separate him from his followers and his outside contacts, so they had placed him in the Tower. Racial violence at the prison had abated as a consequence.

Cyprus lived in Unit 9B, where, in his underwear, he would sit for hours, tilted back on his bed, singing country songs. He managed to catch a number of water rats that made their way into the Tower, and he snapped their necks and hung them by their tails from the ceiling bars. Whenever the Hatch was opened, they would twirl in the air like wind chimes.

When Cyprus had first moved to his unit, Spade, the powerful black prisoner in Unit 10B, urinated through the floor bars into his open mouth every time he fell asleep.

“You stupid fuckin’ nigger. I ought to lynch your sorry ass. You’re a fuckin’ gorilla.”

“Yes,” Spade smiled back, “but who’s the one with a mouthful of piss, ’Bama boy?”

Eventually, at the command of the guards, Spade had toned down his urinary assaults in exchange for more Sketch Duty.
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CLAUDE Rivers lived right above Allander, in Unit 11A. After a killing spree in 1992, Claude had come home, decapitated his mother, and lived quietly in the apartment with her head impaled on a coat tree. He’d kept her corpse in the bedroom, using it to fulfill his sexual needs. He was captured after neighbors complained about the smell emanating from his apartment.

In the Tower, Claude spent his time sleeping. Balding, his gut protruding from beneath his shirt, his skin greasy and red, he looked more like a seedy hotel manager than an accomplished killer. Allander had heard stories about him back at Maingate, and was amazed that someone with such an egregious appearance could have committed that most challenging of crimes.

Spade lived in Unit 10B, across the hole from Allander. Like the pairs of prisoners on each level, they were both locked together and apart in their tight circle. Spade stood a solid six foot four, two-forty, and he was as bald as an eight ball. He was still known by his street tag, which he carried with him like a weapon. None of the prisoners knew his real name.

Through a rigorous routine of exercises during his eight years at Maingate and the Tower, Spade had maintained his muscle from his gangster days. In the late-night hours, Allander watched through the thick air as Spade contorted his frame, twisting backward and upside down.

Spade alone could reach through the bars that composed the ceilings of the cells. He did pull-ups on them until one day Jonsten Evers gleefully overturned his bed on top of Spade’s hands, which peeked through his floor. Spade was stuck dangling five inches above the ground, swaying painfully back and forth. Jonsten had giggled hysterically during the thirty minutes the guards took to respond to Spade’s roars. It was very hard to hear what went on in the Tower from certain areas of the roof (one of the flaws of its design), and this, in addition to the guards’ general contempt for the prisoners, accounted for the slow response time when mishaps did occur.

After the tops of his fingers scabbed over, Spade stood on his bed for hours, his hand extended through Jonsten’s floor bars. Jonsten, still under the sway of his heady delirium, played with Spade’s hand at first. He taunted it with strokes, jerking back his hand as Spade’s snapped shut like a Venus’s-flytrap. He would spit on the hand, pinch the back of it—even try to step on it and pin it wriggling to the floor. Spade’s hand responded so quickly, however, that it avoided much of the punishment from above.

“On the street, you’d be my little bitch,” Spade growled at Jonsten through the bars. “I’d own you. These metal bars protect you from the beast. Just a couple feet between us. If I could touch you, I’d rip you apart with my hands and teeth. Rip you apart. Come on, just reach down. Reach on down and touch my hand.”

Jonsten tittered nervously, his high-pitched laugh echoing through the elevator shaft.

“But we’re not. We’re not on the street. You can’t touch me. I’m up here and you’re down. You’re down on Level Ten.” He giggled as he writhed about the floor, singing ecstatically. His halting song came in tortuously rhymed couplets: “On the street a wild killer he made. But in the Tower, Spade finds himself caged.”

As Spade persisted in his efforts, Jonsten’s hyper-delirious mood was replaced with concern, then fear, then despair. He began to obsess about the hand’s minuscule intrusion into his world. He stopped playing with it, then touching it at all, and soon he withdrew to his bed and refused to leave.

“Spade, I didn’t mean it. With the bed. The bed. The bed that tipped over. I’m sorry.”

But Spade said nothing, and day after day, he stood on the bed with his hand extended patiently through the bars.

Jonsten began screaming and moaning in anguish, but he was generally ignored. This was nothing new in the Tower. “The hand. Make it go away. Away, hand! Away, Spade’s hand. I’ll bite it. I’ll bite it off.”

He never really slept anymore, existing instead in that bitter dream world that lies between sleep and waking. He squirmed in his bed, his disheveled hair flipping from side to side. “The hand! Don’t! It’s reaching for me. It’s coming for me.”

A chorus of shouts answered him. “Shut the hell up, Jonsten. Or I’ll come for you. And I’m worse than some fucking hand.”

Jonsten peered anxiously over the edge of his bed to see if the tell-tale hand had sunk away, but it had not. For days it did not depart; it stayed and watched him, a shark’s fin emerging from a metal sea.

When Jonsten had to go to the bathroom, he leapt from the bed and made his way to the toilet, his back mashed against the wall bars so he could watch the hand. He balanced over the toilet, his bulging eyes still fixed on the hand as he defecated sloppily into the steel bowl. Aside from such ventures, he remained sitting Indian-style on his bed.

All the while Spade waited calmly.

Jonsten got weaker and weaker. He was afraid to cross his cell to pick up his loaves; they accumulated just inside the slot in his door, collecting swirls of flies. After a few days, he became afraid even to make the brief journey to the toilet.

Eventually, his exhaustion caught up with him and he began to nod off. His head lolled forward and his weight started to shift him over the side of the narrow bed. He jerked awake in a panic, his wild eyes flashing, then orienting on the hand and setting themselves again with determination. He had glimpsed his final weakness, however, and now he knew, as Spade had all along, that it was just a matter of time.

Finally, one night he fell asleep completely and he slumped forward, his arm dangling above the floor. His eyes opened in terror as he realized where his lapse had landed him, and then the hand seized him around the wrist.

Spade leapt from his bed, maintaining his viselike grip on the wrist and bringing his two hundred and forty pounds to bear on it. Jonsten’s body slammed flat against the floor, smashed by the force pulling his arm downward. His hand snapped back against his arm to accommodate the gap between the bars, and he squealed as his wrist broke in two.

Spade’s size-fourteen feet were finally touching the floor. He gazed up at the limp piece of meat in his outstretched hand. His face and bald head were splattered with blood from the wound where Jonsten’s bone had punctured the skin, and he laughed deeply as he licked the spray from around his lips.

Dropping his weight, Spade swung from Jonsten’s arm, which was taking on the appearance of a grotesque chandelier. There was another pop (accompanied by more screams) when Jonsten’s shoulder left the socket, and the flesh around his upper arm bunched up above the bars. It began to give way, and as it tore, bone, muscle, and ligament came into the dim light in front of Spade. He no longer had to stand on his toes.

He heard a series of whimpers coming through the ceiling, and he smiled before climbing on the bed and reaching through the gap again. He grabbed a handful of Jonsten’s hair, and using his body weight again, ripped it out.

Jonsten passed out, giving the other inmates a break from his delirious screaming. Mercifully, he didn’t have to be awake as Spade’s meaty hands closed around his neck, and with a single quick jerk, snapped his spinal cord.

The only prisoners who actually witnessed the episode were those on the eighth and ninth levels and, of course, Allander. He lay on his bed, watching Spade’s exertions with a mixture of amusement and contempt. The inmates on the lower levels realized something was wrong only as the blood made its way down, dripping from the ends of Jonsten’s fingers through the floor bars. A few of them cackled and cheered, licking the blood gleefully from their fingers, remembering the flavor and the hot scent.

Spade settled down on his bed. Lying back, he opened a book and began to read as Jonsten’s arm swung lazily overhead.
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JONSTEN’S death came on Allander’s tenth day in the Tower. Prior to that time, Allander had been largely ignored by Spade, who had been too preoccupied with the cell above to notice him. Shortly after the incident, the guards had arrived to view the scene. They reprimanded Spade, showering him with obscenities and turning a hose on him. Spade merely laughed and flexed in the water’s spray. “Whatcha gonna do, put me in prison?” he taunted.

After the guards cleared Jonsten’s mangled body from his cell (the warden decided to leave 11B vacant for the duration of Spade’s sentence), Spade focused on the small, shivering prisoner across the Hole.

“So . . . you’re the clown boy. We heard about you. Heard you all in the news and on the TV. I remember that. Young boy gettin’ fucked in the ass, and not even in prison. We were waiting for you though.”

Allander said nothing, remaining collected and distant.

“Let me ask you, child. You glad you don’t live upstairs from me?” Spade tilted his head back, indicating the bars, which were still caked with blood and hair despite the hosing. “Guess I’m not too good a neighbor.” He laughed his deep, booming laugh and climbed into bed.

•

Allander awoke to a tapping on his forehead. His hands moved over his face in a rush and he realized it was wet. He looked through the ceiling and saw Claude Rivers standing directly above him, his legs slightly spread so Allander was gazing up at his crotch.

Claude held his shirt, which he had doused in the toilet. He twisted it, forearms cording with muscles, bringing down another slow series of drops on Allander’s head. Allander stood up, rubbing his forehead. It was sore, as if the water had worn a groove in it.

Claude watched him with interest, but said nothing. Allander crossed his unit to the vents. Overhead, Claude slowly shadowed his movement. He paused, wringing his shirt again, bringing a few plump drops down on Allander’s head. Allander looked up at him, but no change of expression flickered over Claude’s face. His eyes were light and wide, like holes through his head. When Allander went back to his bed, Claude did not follow.

Allander fell back into an uneasy sleep. When he jerked awake later, it was pitch black. He sat up in his cot quickly, glancing through the bars of the ceiling, but it seemed Claude was asleep.

The Hatch was open and the noises of the guards on duty drifted in. It was a moonless night and Allander peered around his cell, trying to adjust to the lack of light. He had the sense that something was in the cell with him, something was watching him. Finally, his night vision eased into effect, and he could see Spade’s enormous meat-cleaver hands around the cell bars.

Allander sat up and stared across the Hole at Spade’s cell. Spade’s eyes slowly emerged from the darkness, then his white teeth flashed in a smile and Allander sensed a reflection from his skull. In that faint light, Spade looked as if he was made of only two hands and a floating head; the rest of his body faded into the black cell.

His voice came low and he articulated each word fully, playing with it in his mouth before releasing it to the air. “Welcome back, my child. Welcome to the cage. At first I didn’t think you belonged here. But now I’ve seen you sleep and I know. I know you do. No one in here sleeps, and it’s not the sound, it’s not the—” he gestured grandly—“ambiance. And it sure as hell’s not our consciences. You see, those of us in the Tower, we ‘Boat Pokey boys,’ we’re different. We’ve seen too much to sleep. We know too much to sleep. What do you know, my child? What do you see?”

“Nothing,” Allander said. “I don’t see anything.”

“BULLSHIT!” Spade boomed. The word echoed through the Tower. No one yelled for him to shut up, and the lapping water outside filled the silence. His voice dropped back to its deep whisper. “I see you turning and rolling and panting, and it’s not from jackin’ off. What do you see in your dreams, my child? What do you see in your heart of hearts?”

Allander remained quiet.

“Is it the clowns? The ones you’re always drawing? There?” He pointed at Allander’s drawing. Allander glanced over at it, amazed that Spade could make it out through the darkness.

In the drawing, an enormous clown loomed over the horizon of what appeared to be a medieval castle on a hill. The clown had dismantled one of the castle’s towers and held it menacingly in its spidery fingers. Its long fingernails were wrapped around the tower, and a small maiden, hanging from a window, shrieked for help. The clown had a large, painted grin on its face. Its expression was that of a fat child about to indulge in an ice cream cone. The artwork was spectacular; the intricate details betrayed the labored minutes Allander had spent hovering over the paper.

“No,” he replied.

Spade drew air in loudly through his teeth. “Clowns to the left of me, rapists to my right, here I am, stuck in the Tower with ya’ll.” He laughed. “Tell me, my child, why are you too good to talk to the rest of us murderers and molesters?”

Allander did not reply.

“I know your story. We all know your story. You’re probably the most famous one in here. All the attention you got in court because of your—what’d the judge call it?—‘environmental conditioning’?” He sounded out the syllables of “environmental,” making it sound like en-vi-ron-mental.

“But you proved them wrong, didn’t you, child? When you look inside, you know, you know like we all know. You know that even if you missed your childhood”—he paused, searching for the right word—“honeymoon, you know you’d still be a twisted, sick motherfucker. Now don’t you?”

“How should I presume?” Allander chuckled softly, as if to himself, running his hands through his hair. He lifted his head, and for the first time, Spade caught a glimpse of what was behind his eyes. It made even him draw back, ever so slightly.

Allander continued quietly, but his voice warbled as if under great strain. “You think you can measure the range, the depth of my sickness?” He shook his head slightly. “I don’t think you want to walk that landscape.” His eyes darted back and forth, flashing over Spade’s face, trying to gain entrance to his mind. He pried at it through Spade’s eyes, his nose, his mouth.

“You wish what? You wish to explore the common bonds we share as outsiders in our society?” He waved an arm in the air for emphasis, his voice drenched in sarcasm. “Well, then, that much we have in common. Hooray for your insightfulness. But I’m afraid that’s where our similarities end. You’re a beast who beats the walls of its prison, but what would you do if you were free? What heights, pray tell, are you just waiting to scale?” Allander shook his head, making sounds of disappointment deep in his throat. “I must confess, darling, I find you a bit tiresome.”

Spade’s upper lip withdrew disdainfully from his teeth, and he scowled as his fury bubbled to the surface. “YOU MOTHERFUCKER! DO YOU KNOW WHO THE FUCK I AM? WHO THE FUCK YOU’RE TALKING TO?”

Allander remained completely still. “Evidently not.”

Spade inhaled deeply, his chest rising and falling like a mountain in an earthquake. “I owned faggots like you on the outside. In the slammer, I bent men twice your size over the bathroom sink and fucked them. Because you’re protected from me by this”—he motioned to the bars around him—“you think you can step up to me. You know, you know better.”

Allander paused and gestured with his eyes, indicating the space above Spade’s head. “I’m afraid I don’t have Jonsten’s delicate temperament.” He thrilled at the “I,” as if arriving at it after a long and tedious journey. “And, forgive me if I’m incorrect, but it seems that you can’t touch me in here, not even through a ceiling, which makes those muscles of yours about as useless as your sluggish brain.”

Allander let his last comment sink in before continuing. He spoke clearly and firmly, pausing dramatically between each word. “I can and will talk to you however I want, whenever I want. Remember, we’re . . . locked in.” He moaned the last words, raising his eyebrows and wiggling his fingers in mock horror.

He laughed once, sharply. “You pose no threat to me standing safely under lock and key across the way.” He crossed to the front of his cell and slid his arm slowly through the bars in Spade’s direction. “At arm’s length, if you will.”

Spade exploded in rage, his magnificent roars shaking the Tower. Backing up, he threw his full weight against the unit door, banging the bars with his shoulder. He continued to hurl himself against the steel bars, reaching through and straining to reach Allander’s extended hand.

Acknowledging at last the futility of his efforts, Spade overturned his bed, hurling it against the wall with one arm. He sank angrily to his haunches, glaring across the Hole at Allander.

“Keep it the fuck down down there!” one of the guards shouted into the Hole.

“Yeah, you shut the fuck up, nigger,” Cyprus added from below.

Spade threw water from the toilet over his head, then sat on the cell floor as his breathing slowed to normal. There was a long silence.

“Perhaps you would have had more luck had you used your head as a battering ram.” Allander smiled, then walked to his bed and peeled the blanket back neatly. “Now, if you could please restrain your impotent rage . . .” He motioned majestically around his unit and climbed into bed. Rolling over, he turned his back to Spade.

Spade’s hands clenched and unclenched in the darkness. After several hours, to make himself feel better, he loosened his pants and pissed on Cyprus again.
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THE guards patrolled the top of the Tower, circling endlessly with their guns and cigarettes. Tom Hackett was Maingate’s senior guard; he’d been selected because of his CIA training, and his experience in transporting and subduing prisoners. There are two types of enforcers—those who catch people, and those who keep and control them. Hackett was definitely one of the latter. When the Tower had first gone up, there were few who didn’t suspect he would be called in to run security.

Toughness was written in every line on Hackett’s face. The ruddy, tan skin of his cheeks drooped into jowls. Along with his pug nose, they gave him the appearance of a kind, but disgruntled bulldog.

The two guards talked as they circled, sometimes shouting above the roar of the waves, and bits and pieces of their conversation wafted down to the inmates.

Justin Greener pulled out a cigarette. “Got a light?” he asked.

“Of course,” Hackett said, reaching for the toolbox. He removed a small cup of yogurt and placed it on the deck, then dug through a pile of tools to find the matches.

“You eat that shit?” Greener asked, pointing to the yogurt and trying not to smile.

Hackett stood up, straightening his green slicker indignantly. “Wait till you get a few more years on you and your doctor starts riding you like a bronco, we’ll see what you’re eating.” He lit a match off his thumbnail and held it out unceremoniously.

Greener surveyed the darkening clouds as he cupped his hands around the small flame. “Looks like rain,” he said, the cigarette jiggling slightly with his words.

“I told you. Better grab your jacket.”

Greener crossed over to the small guard station and took a tightly rolled slicker from the wall. The jacket was packed into itself and tied with a cord; he flipped it once in the air casually and caught it.

“That new kid’s a sick bastard,” he said as he walked back to Hackett, the end of his cigarette glowing in the dusk.

“They all are,” Hackett replied.

“No, I mean he’s really psycho. He’s calm as shit, all the time. I guess over at Maingate all he did was read all day and draw pictures.”

“And kill five people in his two-year vacation over there. That’s why we get him.”

“What’d he kill, the shrink and some nurses?” Greener tapped the roll of the slicker against his thigh as he leaned back against the railing.

“No. Try his lawyer, two inmates, and two guards.”

“This is the prick who killed both those guards?”

“Yeah. It’s not officially released yet, so it’s still a rumor as far as you know.”

“What happened?”

“He had a meeting with his lawyer and took him hostage. Held the poor bastard’s Mont Blanc pen to his carotid artery. I guess he broke the light in the room and hid with his hostage behind the door. When the first guard came in—”

“Gun first?”

“Of course.”

Greener shook his head as Hackett continued, “He kicked the door closed on his arm and the stupid bastard dropped the gun. He shot him and his first backup before anyone else got there.” Hackett looked down, studying his shoe.

When he looked up, Greener was surprised by the sudden intensity in his eyes. “You remember, Greener.” Hackett stabbed his finger in the middle of Greener’s chest. “A veteran never relinquishes his weapon.” They stood silently for a moment.

“And the lawyer?” Greener asked.

“You know what always happens to the lawyer.”

Both men laughed, their breath showing in the cool, misty air.

“The kid punctured his neck and was drawing pictures on the ground with his blood by the time anyone else showed up. When I got there, he was peaceful and as cooperative as a baby. Came with us, no problem.”

“When did he off the prisoners?”

“Almost two years apart. He killed the first when he got there. In the shower. Gave him a forehead to the nose and put it through his brain. Put in seclusion for a week, and he was good when he came out. It really scared him, seclusion.”

“The other?”

“About a month ago, he put a spoon through someone’s eye in the cafeteria.”

“Why a spoon?”

“Cuz what do you think, they give ’em knives to cut their prime rib with?”

“How ’bout a fork?”

“No forks either.”

“How do you kill somebody with a fucking spoon?”

“You hold the spoon end like this”—Hackett prepared his imaginary spoon—“bending it so it sits flush against your palm, with the long end sticking out between your second and middle finger. Then you jab your fist at an angle. Hit the eye. Up and in.”

Greener whistled. “I don’t even know how they think of this shit.”

“That’s why you’re out here, Greener, and they’re in there.”

Hackett turned and started another lap around the tight perimeter. As he passed Greener, he faked a jab at him. Greener, who had been flipping the slicker, flinched to the side. He shot out his hand to grab the jacket and knocked it over the side of the Tower. “Shit,” he said as he watched it drift away, a green spot on the dark water.

Hackett laughed. “If you’re that scared of an imaginary spoon . . .” He chuckled again as Greener started to smile.

“He must be a smart bitch to think that one up,” Greener said.

Hackett pressed his lips together as he looked out over the rolling waves. “He’s a fuckin’ genius, that kid. Shouldn’t have let him read so much shit at Maingate. They tested him at the ward. Twice. Thought they fucked up the first time. A genius.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Which makes him all the more goddamn dangerous.”

They stood silently for a while, finishing their cigarettes as the sun dipped to the hazy horizon. A few seagulls flew overhead, then wrangled over some dead crabs that had washed ashore.

A burst of thunder swept across the gray sky.

“We’d better get dinner ready now in case we have to close the Hatch on account of rain,” Hackett said.

“What’s on the menu this morning, boss?”

“Yogurt,” they both said together, and Hackett reluctantly joined in Greener’s laughter.

Greener went into the small shed on the roof of the Tower and pulled out the tray with loaves on it, grabbing the pronged metal arm. The arm enabled the guards to deliver the loaves from the elevator, sliding them through the food hole at the base of the door. Maximum distance, maximum safety. It also had a plastic loop that the guard put around his wrist so a prisoner couldn’t yank it away.

Greener checked the monitor that displayed the prisoners’ location sensors. Eighteen blinking lights lined up in two rows. One red flashing light after another.

When he walked out of the shed, Hackett passed him the keys. “Why don’t you grab another jacket out of storage,” he said. “Last thing I need is you getting even more wet behind the ears.” He grinned affectionately as Greener took the keys and hooked them through his belt. “And grab a couple of extras while you’re down there.”

“All right, hotshot,” Greener said, leaning over to pick up the tray
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HEADING onto the elevator, Greener launched into what had become his customary routine: “Okay, kids, wake up! The menu today consists of, surprisingly, a fucking loaf. We were flying in a new recipe straight from Paris—that’s in France, Cyprus—where they’ve been doing experimentation with escargot soufflés. Unfortunately, the plane crashed, so you get to eat this shit again.”

“Fuck you, Greener—”

“Greener, you asshole—”

He smiled. “The choirboys speak.”

He placed a loaf down on Level Eleven and, extending the arm, slid it under the door of Unit 11A. Claude Rivers did not stir.

“Here you go, Van Winkle. Try not to choke on it.” He held the elevator control with its big red buttons in his left hand. It was a remote unit that could fit into a front pocket. “All right, here we go. More four-star dining. Looks like we’ll be skipping Jonsten today.” He shook his head at Spade as the elevator platform settled at Level Ten. “Spade, you sicko. Don’t we feed you enough?”

“Yeah, fuck you.”

“Well, it’s good to see your vocabulary’s expanding in here. I’ll put in a good word to your parole officer—oh wait. That’s right. You don’t have a parole officer.”

Spade sneered, his curled lip rising until its wrinkles met those from his squinting eye. Greener looked over at Allander, who was lying facedown on the floor with the blue blanket draped over his waist. “Hey, Atlasia, you want breakfast?”

No response.

“Hey, junior, you want some food? Come on, I’ll even let you eat with a sharpened spoon.” No response. Greener knew that the prisoners sometimes lay like that to look at the man below—intimidating, hateful stares that lasted all day. It wasn’t like Allander, he thought, but it wasn’t that unusual either. “All right,” he said. “Lie there and I’ll get you on the way up.”

He pushed the big red button on the remote and the elevator’s gears clicked, lowering him another level. “Hey there, Cyprus, ya big inbreed you. Sorry I couldn’t bring you a distant cousin to enjoy, but how about a nice deep-fried fun loaf?”

“I could have you killed the minute you step foot off this Tower, Greener.”

“Well, Billy Ray—”

“I told you, don’t you fuckin’ call me that.”

“All right, Sir Cyprus. I’m sure you could have me killed, but unfortunately . . .” Greener surveyed the bleak steel walls around him. “Unfortunately, I don’t see a pay phone around here anywhere. Or a quarter.”

Cyprus scowled and ran his palm over his chin. “And you’re not due for a parole hearing . . . ,” Greener said, checking his watch carefully, “for about two hundred and eighteen years.”

“Two hundred seventeen, six months, and four days or else when the good Lord Jesus comes to free the Master Race. And he won’t be taking you along.”

“Now that hurts. I’m sorry to say it, Cyprus, but you’re off my Christmas-card list.” Greener checked his sheet. “Love to shoot the shit with you all day, farm boy, but I gots some grits to deliver.” Smiling, he rode the elevator out of view.

He grimaced at the thick odor surrounding Level Three. Mills was down on his haunches in the corner, his hands resting on the ground. Greener said nothing as he slid the loaf through the opening. He didn’t watch as Mills scurried over to it, but he could hear him start to eat.

When he finally reached Level Two, Tommy was ready with a complaint.

“Greener, you gotta listen to me. This food’s fuckin’ killing me. It’s hurting me, it really is. Cruel and unusual, eh? It’s bad for a man’s soul to eat like this. To eat this. Bring me one good meal. One plate of fusilli, sausage and tomato sauce with oregano and basil. I’ll make you a rich man. You know I can. One plate, Greener, one plate.”

“I’m sorry, Tommy. Can’t do it. But I did specially prepare this loaf for you. Unfortunately, I cut off the tips of my fingers making it, but you’ll enjoy those, I’m sure. It’ll remind you of old times.”

“You mameluke.” Tommy wrung his hands as he paced his cell. “It used to be you could bribe a guard. What happened, the Democrats back in office?”

“Sorry, not allowed to tell you. Remember, the ‘no access to outside information’ rule?” Greener glanced over at Safran, who was staring through the bars. Dried blood from a recent nosebleed had crusted around his lips and down his lower cheek. “Well hello, my little beacon of sunshine. A pleasure as always. Today’s specials are—”

“Food. The food. Give me to it.”

“Well, a little pronoun confusion going on, but I think you’ve earned your loaf anyway for your charming display of social skills. Come on, guys, let’s give him a hand.”

“Can you believe him, this guy here?” Tommy shook his head and gestured painfully at Safran as Greener clicked the button to lower the platform. “All the criminals in the world, I get stuck next to fucko over here.”

The platform stopped on the first level and Greener unlocked Unit 1A, the main storage area. He grabbed a couple of slickers before swinging the door shut and relocking it.

“Jesus Christ!” Greener yelled as the elevator rose. “For a bunch of fuckin’ criminals, you’d think one of you’d have a goddamn sense of humor.” He snickered to himself. “Mr. Greener, you’ve just won the chance to be a prison guard. Where are you going to go? Well, Bob, I think I’ll waste my life away in the Tower! That’s right, ceaseless fun for the whole family.”

As he came up on Level Ten, he noticed the last loaf by his foot. “Oh yeah, Atlasia. You want this? Last call. Come on, I’m gonna eat it myself.”

Allander still lay facedown by his unit door, not moving. Greener called up the Hole, “Hey, Hackett! Hackett!”

There was no answer from above, just the rising wind sucking across the top of the Hole. He decided Hackett was probably leaning over the parapet, watching the waves crash against the stone.

He reached the metal arm through the food slot and prodded Allander before jerking it back out. No movement. He looked for an indication of breathing in the rise and fall of Allander’s back, but there was nothing. He prodded him again. Finally, he relaxed, letting the arm come to a rest on Allander’s back. He turned and shouted up the Hole, “Hey, Hackett, I think we got a dead one!”

The minute Greener’s eyes left him, Allander seized the end of the metal arm. By the time Greener turned back, Allander was poised like an alligator. He faced Greener, glowering in the darkness.

“What the fu—”

Allander yanked the end of the metal arm with incredible force, pulling Greener by the strap around his wrist. Greener stumbled forward, losing his balance. As he fell, the elevator control slipped from his left hand and slid across the platform through the food slot under Allander’s door. Allander gathered it with his hands like a hockey goalie embracing a puck.

Greener struck his chin on the steel bars of the platform floor. He shook his head, trying to clear his vision. The prisoners in the cages around him, sensing that something extraordinary was happening, began to scream with excitement, thrashing against their doors. The tightly wrapped rain slickers rolled around the platform, bouncing off the unit bars.

Allander clicked the big red button and the elevator started up. Greener hung doubled over the edge of the elevator as it left the Level Ten platform. He dug his hands at the elevator where it met his crotch, hoisting his body up briefly to orient himself. The last thing he saw was the rush of Level Eleven coming down behind his head. The powerful elevator rose quickly under his stomach as the eleventh level caught his lower back and severed him at the midsection. The air left him in a wet grunt.

The upper part of Greener’s corpse fell to the Level Ten platform with a dull thud, landing in front of Unit 10A. Allander still lay on his stomach, a look of subtle amusement on his face. The twitching torso was splayed grotesquely behind its crooked neck, both of its arms outstretched worshipfully to Allander.

“I know, my little friend, I know,” Allander purred as he managed to free the metal arm and pull it inside his cage.

Glancing up, he noticed Greener’s keys dangling over the edge of the elevator, still attached to his pants. They swayed back and forth from what had formerly been Greener’s crotch and legs, which remained somewhere around Level Eleven. Allander clicked the bottom red button and giggled obscenely.

Spade also noticed the keys, and he began moving madly around his cell as the elevator lowered, bringing them nearer and nearer.

“Atlasia. You forget that shit I said. You forget it. You let me out of here. You let me the fuck out when you get ahold of those keys. Don’t you leave me caged up in here.”
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