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Content Note


Blackstone Prison: Contraband is high-heat lesbian fiction set inside a women's prison. It contains explicit consensual D/s power exchange between adult women, possessive claiming, daily ritual obedience, strap-on penetration, light breath play within an established trust dynamic, and depictions of institutional pressure and surveillance. All sexual content is between consenting adults. Intended for mature readers (18+) only.
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Chapter 1

Tess was awake before the bell.

She lay on her back on the upper bunk and looked at the ceiling six inches above her face. Pitted concrete. Old paint. A fine map of cracks she had memorized one winter and now traced without meaning to, the way some women say the rosary in their heads on a bad night. It was nearly count. The tier was quiet in the specific way it got quiet at four-fifty in the morning — half the women in D-Block still asleep, the other half pretending. The fluorescents on the catwalk hummed the same as they had hummed for the better part of a year. Somewhere down the row a woman coughed twice and stopped.

Below her, Mara breathed.

That was the sound Tess had been listening to before she opened her eyes. She had not needed to check. Mara's breath had its own shape; it did not match anyone else's on the block. Slow. Quiet. Awake.

"Down."

It was barely a word. It came up from the lower bunk on a single low breath, the way Mara did everything now — like saving air was a habit she had never quite broken from her CO years and did not intend to. Tess turned onto her hip and slid her legs over the rail and went down the ladder in the dark. Her bare feet found the concrete. The cell was cold in the way concrete is always cold at five in the morning, even in summer.

She stood at the foot of the bunk and waited.

Mara was already on the edge of her mattress, sitting up, dressed in the gray under-shirt she slept in, her hair pulled back tight. The tier light bled in over her shoulder and caught the side of her face. Forty seconds. Maybe a full minute. Mara just looked at her. Tess held still under it. She did not lower her eyes. She did not lift her chin. She had learned, somewhere in the last six months, the exact angle that meant I am here, I am yours, I am paying attention. Mara had never named it. Mara did not need to.

"Sink," Mara said.

Tess went.

It was the first word of every day now, or one of three or four like it, and Tess could not remember when she had stopped hearing it as an instruction and started hearing it as a kind of permission. The water in Cell 114's sink came out cold and stayed cold. She put her wrists under it. The shock of it traveled up her arms and settled behind her breastbone, and she stood there with her wrists wet and her mouth tasting of sleep and listened to Mara move behind her.

Mara came up beside her on the right.

Tess was already on the left.

There was no thought to it anymore. The body got there first. The sink had two faucets and a mirror that was not glass; the cell had two women in it; one of them stood on the right and one of them stood on the left, and that was simply how the cell worked. Tess wet her face. Mara wet her face. Their elbows did not touch. They did not need to. The arrangement had a weight to it, the way furniture has a weight when it has been in the same place long enough that the floor remembers it.

Tess caught her own eyes in the metal of the mirror and held them for a second too long.

She was settled.

That was the strange part. She was thirty years old and she had been in a state women's prison for nineteen months on a thirty-six-month wire fraud sentence and she was, at five in the morning in a cell that smelled like bleach and old paint, settled. She did not think about that often. It was easier not to. But sometimes she caught it the way she had just caught it — sideways, at the sink — and the noticing was its own small disturbance, like brushing the back of her own hand and not recognizing the skin.

"Eyes here."

Mara did not look up to say it. She was reaching for her toothbrush. The two words came out flat, almost bored, and Tess's eyes were back on her own face in the mirror before she had decided to move them.

"Yes."

Mara's mouth did something that was not a smile.

They finished at the sink. Mara reached past her and turned off the cold faucet — her wrist brushing the bare skin on the inside of Tess's forearm as she did it, a contact so brief that anyone watching from the bars would have called it nothing. Tess felt the brush of it all the way up her arm. Mara's hand found the back of her neck on the way past, two fingers and a thumb, settled there for one breath, lifted. That was all.

Tess turned her face toward the bars so Mara could not see what her mouth was doing.

"Bunks," Mara said.

Tess made hers. Mara made hers. They did not speak. The blanket on the upper bunk was the same olive-gray it had been on the day Tess arrived. She tucked the corner with the small specific tightness Mara had taught her in the second week she had been in this cell, when teaching her had still been a process and not a memory. The corner had stopped being a corner some months ago and had become a kind of small daily honesty Tess offered without being asked. It was the cleanest thing in the cell.

She was on the ladder when count started.

✦ ✦ ✦

Dorsey walked the tier the way Dorsey always walked the tier. She was forty now and she carried it well; she moved like a woman who had been doing this job long enough to know which inmates needed to see her and which inmates did not. She came down the line at her own pace, clipboard against her hip, her shoes quiet on the concrete. Cells one-oh-eight. One-ten. One-twelve.

Tess stood at the bars on the left. Mara stood at the bars on the right. Their shoulders did not touch. Their hands were where the rule said hands should be, loose at their sides, palms forward, the way Dorsey liked them.

Dorsey stopped at one-fourteen.

She did not stop the way she stopped at other cells. She did not bark a number. She glanced once at Mara — that quick clean read she did, the same read she had been doing for months now — and then her eyes moved past Mara to Tess, and across Tess to the line on the floor where Tess's bare toes were, and back up to Tess's face. Her mouth did the thing it did when she had decided not to say a thing.

"Voss. Calder."

"Officer," Mara said.

Tess said nothing. She had learned not to volunteer her voice during count unless she had been spoken to first. Dorsey's eyes went back to her own clipboard. She made a mark. She walked.

Tess let her shoulders down half an inch.

"Easy," Mara said, very quietly, without turning her head.

"I am."

"Good."

That was all. Dorsey was four cells away by the time the word was out of Mara's mouth, but Tess felt the good land the way she felt everything Mara said land now — somewhere low in her ribs, not as flattery, just as a placement, like a hand pressing a tool back into the right slot on a wall.

She did not look at Mara.

She did not have to.

✦ ✦ ✦

The shift bell rang at six-forty.

Tess pulled her jumpsuit on and got her infirmary badge off the hook by the door and stood at the bars to be opened. Mara had not put her own boots on yet. Mara did not work mornings any longer; Yvette had quietly arranged that, the way Yvette quietly arranged most things. Tess paused at the bars with her hand on the strap of her badge and waited for the latch.

Mara was watching her.

"Tess."

"Yes."

"Come back in the same shape you leave in."

It was not a sentence Mara had said before. It was not a rule. It was something else, something at the side of a rule, and Tess turned her head before she remembered she was supposed to be looking forward for the door.

Mara's face was the face Mara wore when she was looking at something only she could see.

"I'll be careful," Tess said.

"That isn't what I said."

The latch went.

Tess stepped out onto the tier.

She did not look back, because the rule about not looking back during open-cell had been one of the very first rules Mara had given her, almost two books ago now in her own head, when she had still been learning every rule the hard way. But she carried the look on Mara's face down the tier with her. Come back in the same shape you leave in. It was not the sort of thing Mara said. Mara did not waste sentences. The waste of it made her ribs cold.

She put it down.

She had a job to walk to.

✦ ✦ ✦

The admin corridor smelled the way it always smelled. Wax on the floor. Old coffee from the staff lounge. A faint, low, antiseptic note that bled out from the medical wing and met you halfway. The corridor was lit too bright. The corridor was always lit too bright. Tess had stopped flinching at the lights about a month into the infirmary detail, somewhere between her second and third week of pulling intake paperwork for Dr. Bennett.

She was halfway down the corridor when Yvette stepped out of a side door behind her.

"Calder."

Tess slowed but did not stop. Yvette fell in beside her at her own pace, hands in her pockets, the sleeves of her jumpsuit rolled at the wrists the way she liked them. Yvette was forty-five and she had a way of walking next to a person that made the walk look like neither of them had chosen it. Her tattoos went from her wrists up under her cuffs and disappeared. She did not look at Tess.

"Heard anything," Yvette said.

"About what."

"Someone coming in."

Tess kept her face the way her face had been.

"No," she said.

"Hm."

That was all Yvette said for half the corridor. Then, very quietly, without looking at her:

"You'll hear about it before lunch."

"Yvette."

"That's all I've got, honey."

Yvette peeled off at the next intersection and went the way she had been going before she had been pretending she had not been going there, and Tess kept walking. The badge on her chest was warm from her palm. She slowed her step by a fraction. She did not slow it enough to be noticed.

Someone coming in. Not a new inmate. Yvette had not said a new inmate.

She filed it.

She did not run.

✦ ✦ ✦

Dr. Bennett looked up when Tess came through the infirmary's outer door, and her face did the small clean thing it always did when she registered who had walked in.

"Tess. Morning."

"Doctor."

"The count's started. Pull the controlled-substance log when you've got a second."

"Yes, ma'am."

Bennett was thirty-five and she wore her hair in the kind of low practical knot that meant she was not interested in being looked at. She kept her sleeves down. She kept her office door open. She had been the one to walk Tess through the intake paperwork on the first morning Tess had been reassigned off laundry, and she had done it without once making Tess feel like an inmate doing a job. She had made Tess feel like a woman doing a job, which was a different thing, and Tess had not realized how much of a different thing it was until Bennett had been doing it for a week.

"How's the cell."

"Quiet."

"Voss good."

"She's good."

Bennett did not look up from the screen. "Tell her I said morning."

"I will."

It was a small ritual now, that exchange. It had been a small ritual since the second week. Bennett never asked Tess about herself. Bennett asked Tess about Mara. Tess had thought, the first few times, that this was because Bennett did not particularly care about her; she had since come to suspect, in a way she had not said aloud to anyone including Mara, that it was because Bennett had decided Tess was the easier of the two to ask after, and that the asking after Mara was the actual point of the exchange.

She did not know what to do with that suspicion yet.

She filed that too.

She went to pull the log.

✦ ✦ ✦

The intake count came up short.

Tess saw it before Bennett did, because Tess was the one running the column on the screen, and she had run the column three mornings a week for a month and she knew what the column should say. Lorazepam, two-milligram, day intake. The number on the screen was four lower than the number she had counted into the cabinet the previous evening before she had locked it.

She held the screen.

She did not turn her head.

Bennett was at her desk on the other side of the partition, on the phone, taking down something on a yellow pad in her own small neat handwriting. The radio on her hip crackled once and went quiet again.

Tess scrolled up. Scrolled back down. Did the count again in her head. Counted the column twice and made it match the same four-pill gap both times. She wrote the number on the paper sheet she kept clipped to the side of the cabinet — not the official log, the side sheet, the one Bennett had told her to keep for her own tracking in her second week — and she put the pen back in the cup and stood at the cabinet with her hands at her sides and listened to the corridor.

Nothing. Nothing she could hear.

She wrote four small dots in the margin of her side sheet, one for each missing pill, and then she went and pulled the official log and brought it to Bennett's desk.

Bennett got off the phone. Bennett took the log.

Bennett did not look surprised.

"Thanks, Tess."

"Yes, ma'am."

"I'll handle it."

That was all. Bennett took the log into her office and closed her door without closing it all the way — there was a half-inch of light bleeding through the gap, the way Bennett left her door whenever she did not want a woman she was working with to feel walled out — and Tess stood at the cabinet a moment longer than she needed to and then went back to her station.

She did her shift.

She did not think about the four small dots in her margin.

She did not think about someone coming in.

She thought about Mara's face at the bars at six-forty. Come back in the same shape you leave in. She thought about Mara's hand on her neck at the sink in the dark. She thought about the precise weight of Mara's voice saying good during count, the way the word had landed in her ribs, the way her ribs had taken it. She let herself think about that for the whole rest of the morning. It was an old trick. Mara had taught it to her the second time Tess had panicked during a search, six months ago now. When something else gets loud, Mara had said, you find my voice and you stay there.

She stayed there.

She got through the shift.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara was already in the cell when Tess got back at four-twenty.

She was on the lower bunk with her back against the wall and a paperback open on her thigh, and she did not look up when Tess came through the door. She did not need to. She had heard Tess at the end of the tier; she had heard her two cells out; she had probably heard the specific weight of Tess's step from the moment Tess had cleared the staircase. Tess set her badge on the hook. She sat down on the lower bunk.

She had not been told she could.

She sat down anyway, because that was a thing she had been allowed to do since some point in the last month, and she had not yet been told to stop. Mara's leg shifted against her hip half an inch and stilled. The paperback closed.

"Tell me."

Tess told her.

She told her about the corridor first, because the corridor was easier to tell about. She told her about Bennett asking after her. She told her about the intake count. She did not, at first, tell her about Yvette in the corridor. She held that one in her mouth for half a beat too long, and Mara registered the half beat, and Mara waited.

"Yvette," Tess said.

"Mm."

"In the corridor on the way in."

"What did she want."

"To know if I'd heard anything."

"About."

"Someone coming in." Tess kept her voice flat. "She said someone coming in. Not a new inmate. She wouldn't say what she meant. She said I'd hear about it before lunch. I didn't."

Mara was very still.

It was not the stillness of a woman thinking. Mara had never been the kind of woman who went still to think. Mara went still when she had already finished thinking and was deciding what part of the conclusion to let her face do. Her hand was on the rail of the lower bunk where her own thigh met the metal, and her thumb was resting along the rail the way it always rested along the rail, and the thumb did not move; but the rest of the hand quieted, the way a hand quiets when the woman attached to it has just decided not to react to something.

Tess saw it.

Mara saw her see it.

Mara's eyes came up off the closed paperback and rested on Tess's face for a long moment, and her mouth did the thing it did when she was about to say something and chose not to. The choosing was the louder thing. Tess felt the not-saying go through her the way a command went through her. She felt her own shoulders settle.

"Did you tell anyone else," Mara said.

"No."

"Don't."

"I won't."

"Good."

She lifted her hand off the rail and put it briefly on the back of Tess's neck, the same two fingers and a thumb from the morning, and then she let go.

"You did right," she said.

That was the only sentence Mara gave her about it. The paperback opened again. Mara read. Tess sat on the lower bunk with the warmth of Mara's hand still on her neck and watched the side of Mara's face and did not ask anything else. She had been told don't. She would not. She did not need to know what she had not been told. That was a thing she had learned to be at peace with, more or less, in the last six months. She was at peace with it now in a slightly more provisional way than she had been at peace with it yesterday.

At lights-out she climbed the ladder and lay flat on her back on the upper bunk and looked at the ceiling.

The cracks were where they had been.

Below her, the small controlled sound of Mara breathing. Awake. Mara was still awake. Tess could hear the difference between Mara asleep and Mara awake the way she could hear the difference between her own name spoken in a corridor and any other word; it was not a sound she had learned, exactly, it was a sound she had absorbed.

She listened.

She listened for what Mara was not saying.

The cell was quiet. The tier was quiet. Somewhere next door Dani turned over in her bunk and the springs went, small, once. The fluorescents on the catwalk hummed. Mara breathed.

Tess kept her hands where the rule said hands should be, palms up on top of the blanket, and stared at the concrete an inch from her face, and listened.


Chapter 2

Mara was half a beat slower at the sink.

It was not the sort of thing a woman would have noticed from the bars. Tess noticed because Tess had been at the sink with Mara every morning at five for a hundred and ninety mornings in a row, and her body knew the rhythm of Mara's elbow at the next faucet the way it knew the rhythm of her own breath. Mara reached for the cold tap a fraction late. She put her wrists under the water a fraction late. She turned the tap off a fraction late. None of it was anything. All of it was something.

Tess kept her eyes on her own face in the metal mirror and did not turn her head.

"Eyes."

It was a single quiet word, said to the mirror, not to her. Tess's eyes were back on her own face before she had decided to move them.

"Yes."

Mara reached past her and turned off Tess's faucet, and the brush of her wrist on the inside of Tess's forearm came at its usual time. The hand on the back of Tess's neck came at its usual time. Two fingers and a thumb. One breath. Lifted.

Whatever was off about the morning, Mara had decided not to let it touch them at the sink.

Tess took the steadiness as it was offered and did not ask about the rest of it.

✦ ✦ ✦

Count went the way count went.

Dorsey came down the tier the way Dorsey came down the tier, except this morning Dorsey was carrying a folded sheet of paper between two fingers of her left hand and the clipboard against her hip with her right, and the paper was a thing Tess noticed without making sense of. The corner of it stuck out past Dorsey's thumb. There was a watermark on it. Tess could not have said what it said and she could not have said why she had registered it; she registered it anyway.

Dorsey stopped at one-fourteen.

"Voss. Calder."

"Officer," Mara said.

Dorsey's eyes did the read. Mara on the right. Tess on the left. The cell behind them where it should be. Dorsey looked at Mara's face for the same fraction of a second she always looked at Mara's face during count, and then her eyes moved to Tess and through Tess and on past, and the clipboard came up and a mark was made and Dorsey kept walking.

The folded paper was still in her hand.

Tess let her shoulders down half an inch.

"Easy," Mara said, very quietly.

"I am."

"Good."

That was the morning. That was as much as Tess had to go on before the shift bell.

✦ ✦ ✦

She got to the admin corridor at six-forty-two.

Yvette was already at the side door, leaning on the frame with her hands in her pockets and her sleeves rolled the way she liked them. Yvette did not look like a woman waiting. Yvette never looked like a woman waiting. But the corridor at six-forty-two was a corridor with two inmates on cleaning detail and one of them was at the far end with a bucket and the other one was not Yvette, and Yvette was at the side door near the medical wing, and Tess had been an inmate long enough to know that Yvette had not happened to be there.

Tess slowed her step by the same fraction she had slowed it yesterday.

"Calder."

"Yvette."

"He's returning."

Tess kept her face.

"Returning," Tess said.

"Captain. Used to work here. Before."

"How long before."

"Long enough."

Yvette pushed off the doorframe and started walking with her, the way she had walked with her yesterday, hands in her pockets, the slow unhurried pace of a woman who had not chosen to be next to the woman she was next to. The hallway was bright. The wax on the floor took the light and threw it back up.

"Voss know him," Yvette said.

It was not a question. Tess felt the not-question land in her ribs.

"Yvette."

"Honey."

"What are you telling me."

"I'm telling you he's returning." Yvette's voice was as flat as it had been yesterday. "I'm telling you whatever the block remembers about him, Voss remembers more. I'm telling you Voss is going to be quiet about it, and quiet about it is going to look like one kind of thing from the catwalk and another kind of thing from where you sleep, and you need to remember which side of that you're on."

She peeled off at the next intersection.

Tess kept walking.

She did her shift.

She pulled the controlled-substance log at the start of it and ran the column, and the column ran clean — the four-pill gap from yesterday had been closed on paper, the side sheet she had kept in her own margin still showed the dots, and Bennett did not mention the log when she said Morning, Tess at the desk. Tess did not ask. She wrote her hours and pulled intake paperwork for two new admits and watched the corridor through the door whenever she could without being seen watching, and at the end of the morning she got her break slip signed and went back to D-Block.

✦ ✦ ✦

The dayroom was loud-quiet.

That was the only way to say it. The dayroom on a Wednesday at eleven-twenty in the morning had a sound — the murmur of the women on the couches, the dull thump of the television no one was watching, the rattle of dice at the back table where the long-timers played a game that had been going for nine years. The sound this morning was wrong by a measure Tess could not put her finger on. The murmur was lower. The dice were not rattling. The television was on a news channel and no one was complaining about it.

Mara was at her table.

Her table was the second one in on the left side of the room, near the window that did not open, and Mara was sitting on the bench with her back to the wall and a paperback open under her left hand and her right hand flat on the table. She was not reading. She was looking at the door.

Tess crossed to her without thinking and took the place on her left.

"Voss."

"Calder."

"Morning."

"Mm."

Tess did not push it. She put her hands on the table palms-down the way Mara had her hands on the table, and she did not look at the door, and she let her shoulders sit where Mara's shoulders were sitting. Mara's right hand did not move.

The door opened.

Assistant Warden Briggs came in first. He was a stocky man with a clipboard, and he was the kind of officer who walked into a room as if no one had told him a room could be a thing he was not the most important thing in. He held the door.

The captain walked in behind him.

He was forty-something. Clean-cut in the way that cost effort. Hair clipped short on the sides, gray at the temples, the kind of gray Tess thought he had probably let in on purpose. He wore the dark-blue uniform shirt of the watch with captain's bars at the collar and a tie knotted tight against the second button, and his shoes were polished. His shoes were polished. That was not a thing Tess could remember registering about an officer in nineteen months at Blackstone. He carried no clipboard. He carried his own hands, loose at his sides, the way a man who did not need to carry anything carried his own hands.

He nodded at the women he passed.

A small clean nod, half a smile, the kind of smile a politician practiced. Ladies. He did not say it loudly. The women he had nodded at took half a beat to look at one another after he had moved on, the way a roomful of women takes half a beat to look at one another when something has just walked in that does not belong.

Briggs was walking him through the room. Pointing things out. The television. The phones along the back wall. The card tables. He was saying something Tess could not hear.

Mara's right hand did not move.

It did not move when the captain crossed the room. It did not move when Briggs gestured at the window and the captain glanced at the window. It did not move when Briggs gestured at the dice table and the captain glanced at the dice table. Mara's right hand was flat on the surface of the table next to the open paperback, and her thumb was where her thumb always was, and the rest of her hand was the kind of still a hand can only be if the woman attached to it has decided, in advance, that it is not going to do anything.

The captain's eyes came across the room.

They moved the way a man's eyes move when he is being walked through a space and is also reading the space, which were two different things. They went over the dice table. They went over the couches. They went over the women on the couches without lingering on any of them in particular, the polite quick sweep of a man who had been taught not to look at women in confinement the way men looked at women.

They stopped on Mara.

It was not a long look.

It was the length of a breath. Maybe two. He inclined his head, the same clean small nod, and his mouth moved.

"Voss."

He did not raise his voice. He said it the way he had said ladies and yes and whatever else he had said since walking into the room, easy and professional and warm at the edges. He could have been greeting a colleague at a county meeting. He kept walking. Briggs had not noticed he had stopped. Briggs was already at the next thing. The whole exchange had taken less time than it took Tess to draw a single breath through her nose.

Tess heard the breath she had drawn.

She looked at Mara's hand.

It had not moved.

"Eyes."

Mara's voice was barely a voice. It was inside the murmur of the room; it did not rise above it. Tess's eyes were on Mara's hand on the table where they had already been, and then they were on Mara's face, and Mara's face was not looking at her, Mara's face was looking at the door the captain had walked toward, and Mara said the word again, calmer than the first time.

"Eyes."

Tess put her eyes on her own hands on the table.

She kept them there.

Two tables over, in the half-second of room-quiet that came after the captain had passed through it, Tess heard the small unmistakable sound of someone leaning back in a chair to get a better look. The chair scraped on the concrete. The scrape was deliberate. Tess did not turn her head. She did not need to turn her head. She knew the sound of Kendra Pike pretending not to be watching.

Kendra had seen the redirect.

Kendra had seen Tess obey it inside a single breath.

Kendra would file that.

Tess kept her eyes on her hands and breathed once through her nose and let the not-looking do the work the looking would have undone, and Mara's right hand stayed where it was on the table the whole time.

The captain went out through the far door with Briggs, and the door closed behind him, and the dayroom let out the breath it had been holding in a slow uneven ripple. The dice started up again at the back table. Someone laughed too loudly. The television was complaining about the weather in a state Tess no longer lived in.

Mara closed the paperback.

"Back to shift," she said.

"It's a break."

"Back to shift."

Tess went.

✦ ✦ ✦

The rest of the afternoon she did paperwork.

She did paperwork the way a woman did paperwork who had been told not to think about a thing. She pulled intake. She filed intake. She ran the controlled-substance log at the start of the third hour because Bennett asked her to, and the log was clean and the side sheet she kept was clean, and she put her pen back in the cup. She was aware, the whole afternoon, of the door of Bennett's office being open a half-inch. She was aware that Bennett had not asked her about Mara since the morning. She was aware that Bennett had said Morning, Tess the way Bennett always said Morning, Tess, and she did not know whether that was the same as the morning before or whether the sameness had been engineered.

She walked back to D-Block at four-twenty.

Mara was in the cell.

She was on the lower bunk with her back to the wall and her boots off and her paperback open across her thigh again, the same way she had been at the end of yesterday. She did not look up. She had heard Tess on the tier; she had heard Tess two cells out.

Tess sat on the lower bunk without asking.

"Tess."

"Yes."

"You met him today."

"In the dayroom."

"Yes."

"The captain."

"Yes."

There was a long pause.

"Mara, who—"

Mara's left hand closed around her wrist.

Not hard. Just closed. Two fingers and a thumb on the underside of her wrist, on the warm bare skin where the pulse was, and held. Tess's mouth stopped on the half-word. She felt the pulse under Mara's thumb get loud the way it got loud when Mara held it. She felt herself breathe out. She let the sentence go.

Mara did not say ask properly. Mara did not say don't. Mara did not say anything.

Mara just held.

Tess sat with her wrist in Mara's hand and looked at Mara's profile in the dim cell light and waited. Mara's eyes were on the open paperback. They were not reading it. The paperback was something for her hand to be near. Her other hand — the one not holding Tess's wrist — was on the rail of the lower bunk where her own thigh met the metal, and it was the same kind of still it had been on the dayroom table, the same kind of still it had been on the bunk rail at the end of yesterday.

A minute went by.

Maybe more.

Mara let go.

She did not look at Tess when she did it. She picked the paperback up off her thigh and turned a page she had not read, and Tess sat with her empty wrist on her own thigh and looked at the place where Mara's thumb had been and felt the pulse there the way she felt it after Mara held it. The skin was warm. There was no mark. There would not be one. Mara had never left a mark on her in nineteen months.

"You did right today," Mara said, to the paperback.

"At the table."

"At the table."

"Thank you."

Mara did not answer. There was no rule about thanking her. Mara did not require it. Mara also did not refuse it. The paperback turned another page that had not been read.

Tess sat there a moment more and then climbed the ladder.

✦ ✦ ✦

At lights-out she lay flat on her back on the upper bunk and looked at the ceiling.

The cracks were where they had been. The fluorescents on the catwalk hummed at the pitch they always hummed at. Next door, Dani turned in her bunk and the springs went once and stopped. Tess listened. She listened for Mara below her, and Mara was breathing, but the breath was wrong. It was not the awake breath from last night. It was slower than the awake breath. It was the breath of a woman who had decided to lie still and had decided to slow her breath because the slow breath was what a woman did when she had a thing to think about that she was not going to let herself think about until she was alone in the dark and could think about it without anyone seeing.

Mara had a thing.

Mara had had a thing yesterday morning before the captain had walked through the dayroom, before Yvette had said returning, before Dorsey had carried a folded sheet of paper down the tier with a watermark on the corner.

Mara had known.

Tess put her hands on top of the blanket palms-up the way the rule said hands should be, and she stared at the concrete inch above her face, and she listened to her wife who was not her wife breathe in the careful slow way that was not the way she breathed when she was asleep, and she did not say any of the things she had not been allowed to say.

The hum of the catwalk fluorescents went on.

The dayroom door, three tiers and a corridor away, was closed for the night.

The captain was somewhere in the building. He had not left. Tess could not have said how she knew that. She knew it anyway.

She closed her eyes.

She did not sleep.


Chapter 3

Mara was on time at the sink.

That was the first thing Tess registered when she came down the ladder, and the relief of it was bigger than she would have wanted to name. Mara's elbow at the next faucet was where it had been a thousand times. Mara's wrists went under the cold water at the right moment. Mara turned the cold tap off at the right moment. The fingers and thumb at the back of Tess's neck came at the right moment, settled for one breath, lifted.

The morning was the morning.

Tess wet her face and looked at her own face in the metal mirror and did not, this time, hold her own eyes.

"Today," Mara said.

"Yes."

"You watch the room before you watch the work."

Mara was reaching for her toothbrush. She did not look at her when she said it. The sentence came out the way Mara's small instructions always came out, flat and unspecific, the way a thing is said when the woman saying it does not intend to be questioned about it later. Tess felt the instruction land at the same place every instruction landed. She also felt it not land where the morning's other words usually landed. Watch the room. Not watch the cabinet. Not watch the log. The room.

She did not ask.

"Yes," she said.

"Good."

That was the morning's whole exchange.

✦ ✦ ✦

Count was clean.

Dorsey came down the tier with her clipboard against her hip and her left hand free of any folded paper, and Tess registered the absence of the folded paper the way she had registered the presence of it yesterday. Dorsey marked them off without slowing. Voss. Calder. The walk passed.

The shift bell went at six-forty.

Mara watched Tess go to the bars.

"Tess."

"Yes."

"What I said."

"Watch the room."

"Yes."

"Before the work."

"Yes."

She stepped out onto the tier and did not look back.

✦ ✦ ✦

The admin corridor was empty.

Yvette was not at the side door. Yvette was not at the first intersection. Yvette had said what Yvette had had to say yesterday, and Yvette did not say things twice. Tess walked her route and let her shoulders be where her shoulders went, and she came into the infirmary at six-fifty-one with her badge warm against her sternum and Mara's instruction held the way she held everything Mara gave her — not in her head, but somewhere just behind her ribs, on standby.

"Tess."

"Morning, Doctor."

"Pull the count."

"Yes, ma'am."

Bennett was at her desk with two open folders and the radio on her hip turned low. She did not look up. The office door was open the same half-inch it was always open. The cabinet behind the partition was the cabinet it had been yesterday. Tess unlocked it and pulled the controlled-substance log and ran the column.

Clean.

Lorazepam, day intake. Six bottles. The number on the screen was the number Tess had counted in last night and the number she counted out now and the number on her side sheet matched both. She wrote it down. She put her pen back in the cup. She brought the official log to Bennett's desk and set it down at Bennett's elbow.

"Thanks, Tess."

"How's Voss."

"She's good."

It came out before Tess had decided to say it that way. Bennett's hand stopped on the page of the folder she had been reading. Bennett's eyes came up — small, level, not surprised. Tess felt the heat of having taken the line of the small ritual into her own mouth one beat ahead of Bennett's.

"Good," Bennett said.

She went back to her folder.

Tess went back to her station.

She watched the room before she watched the work.

It took her ninety minutes to understand what that meant.

She processed two new admits — a transfer in on a probation violation, a state-side intake on something she did not read closely — and she pulled paperwork and she filed paperwork, and she made herself look up from the cabinet every time the door opened. The morning had a rhythm. The eight-thirty med distribution window opened. Women came in. Women left. A trustee from the kitchen with a wrapped finger. An older woman with a steroid script for a knee. A woman Tess did not know with a recurring rash on the inside of her wrist. They came on time. They came in the window. They were on the list.

The clock on the wall ticked over to nine-forty-two.

The door opened.

Tess looked up.

The woman in the doorway was in her late forties. White. Salt-and-pepper hair pulled back from her face in a single low knot. Square shoulders that had carried something heavy for a long time. Her jumpsuit was the soft gray of an inmate eight or nine years in — the dye fades; the cuffs go thin — and the trustee patch on her sleeve was old enough that the edges had curled.

She had a small empty pill bottle in her hand.

She smiled at Tess.

"Morning, honey."

"Morning."

"Is the doctor in."

"She is."

"Mind if I —"

She held up the empty bottle. Tess took it. Metformin, five hundred milligrams. The label was clean. The prescription was on file. Tess could see the script from where she stood; she did not have to pull it up to confirm it; she pulled it up anyway, because watch the room before you watch the work had become a sentence Tess was inside now, and pulling the script was watching the work, and watching the work was what she did when watching the room had given her nothing yet to do.

The script was current.

The script was due for refill on the fifteenth.

It was the seventh.

The woman in the doorway was waiting.

Tess looked at her. The woman smiled. Small. Pleasant. Patient. The patience was the part Tess registered before any of the rest of it. The woman was not a woman who had been told the rules and was annoyed by them; she was a woman who knew the rules better than the rules knew themselves, and was waiting to see which of them the rules were going to apply today.

"It's a little early," Tess said.

"I know, honey."

That was all. I know, honey. Not I had to come over with a yard call. Not I'm out. Not they sent me. I know, honey — said the way a woman who has been here eleven years says it to a woman who has been here nineteen months, with the small private warmth of someone who knows she is not going to be argued with and is choosing not to be smug about it.

"Hold on," Tess said.

She took the empty bottle into the partition. Bennett was at her desk; Bennett had heard the exchange; Bennett's pen was already moving across the back of a script pad before Tess had set the empty down on her blotter.

"Markham?"

"Yes."

"Eight days early," Tess said.

Bennett did not look at her.

"Refill her."

"Doctor."

"Refill her, Tess."

Tess refilled her.

She walked the new bottle back into the front of the infirmary and held it out and the woman took it from her with the same small smile. The hand that took it was warm. The nails were clipped short. There was a faded blue tattoo on the inside of her wrist, a name in cursive Tess could not read upside-down. The woman did not look at the bottle. She slipped it into the front pocket of her jumpsuit without looking at it. She looked at Tess.

"Calder, right."

"Yes."

"You're new."

"Not that new."

"New to me, then."

Tess kept her face the way her face had been. The woman's eyes did the read. They were not unkind eyes. They were eyes that had categorized a lot of women in eleven years. They moved over Tess's face the way Mara's eyes had moved over her on her first morning in Cell 114 — not interested in what she was wearing, not interested in what she looked like under the jumpsuit, interested in what she was for and who she was with. The look came to a small private conclusion. The mouth around it widened a quarter of an inch.

"You're Voss's, aren't you."

She did not wait for an answer. She did not phrase it as a question and she did not phrase it as a statement; she phrased it as the sort of sentence women said to each other in commissary lines when they were establishing whose nod they owed to whom, and she let it sit in the air for a single beat and then she nodded once and turned and walked out, and the door closed behind her with the small dry click an infirmary door makes.

Tess stood at the front desk with the empty pill bottle still in her hand.

She had been filed.

She had also been categorized.

The two were not the same and she knew the difference and she did not have anyone to say the difference out loud to.

She put the empty bottle in the disposal box. She wrote the refill on her side sheet. She put four small dots in the margin next to the entry the way she had done it on day one with the Lorazepam gap, and then she crossed those four dots out because there was nothing to count, the refill was on the books, the script was current, the woman was authorized.

She left the cross-out on the page.

She went back to her station.

She watched the room.

✦ ✦ ✦

The rest of the day did what days did.

She did not see Markham again. She did not see Yvette. She processed paperwork at her own pace and answered Bennett when Bennett spoke to her and asked nothing of Bennett that Bennett had not invited her to ask. The clock turned. The four-o'clock bell went. Tess walked the corridor back to D-Block with the side sheet in its folder in the locker by the cabinet, with her badge unhooked and turned in, with Mara's morning sentence sitting where she had left it just behind her ribs.

Watch the room before you watch the work.

She had watched.

She had seen.

She did not yet know what she had seen.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara was in the cell.

She did not look up. Tess sat on the lower bunk without asking. Mara's leg shifted half an inch against her hip. The paperback closed.

"Tell me."

Tess told her.

She told her about the empty bottle. She told her about the eight days. She told her about Bennett's pen already moving before Tess had asked. She told her — and here she slowed, because the telling needed the right shape — about the woman's face. About the salt-and-pepper hair. About the soft gray of an eight-years-in jumpsuit. About the small private warmth of I know, honey. About the way the eyes had done the read.

She told her about the sentence.

"You're Voss's, aren't you."

Mara was very still.

She had been still on the dayroom table yesterday. She had been still on the bunk rail the night before. She was still now, but it was a different still; this was the stillness of a woman who had heard something she had been waiting to hear, and now that she had heard it could begin to think.

"Name."

"She didn't give one."

"Bennett gave one."

"Markham."

Mara closed her eyes.

She did not open them for a long moment. When she did, she did not look at Tess. She looked at the paperback on her thigh. She did not turn a page. She did not move her hand. She breathed in and breathed out and breathed in again, and Tess watched her count the breaths the way Mara had taught Tess to count the breaths during the search six months ago — slow, even, with the small private discipline of a woman who had learned how to absorb a piece of information without giving anything to the room.

"She smiled at you," Mara said.

"Yes."

"And then she filed you."

"Yes."

Mara opened her eyes.

"Up."

"Mara —"

"Up."

Tess stood. She stood at the foot of the bunk where she had stood at the start of the morning — bare feet on concrete, the cell light dim, Mara still seated on the lower bunk with her back against the wall and her boots off. Mara looked at her for a long count. The look was not appraising. The look was deciding.

"Tonight's the bunk," Mara said.

"Yes."

"Come here."

Tess came.

✦ ✦ ✦

She knelt first.

It was not a thing Mara had asked for; it was a thing Tess had learned the shape of in the last six months, the way of going to Mara that Mara accepted without correcting. The concrete was cold against her knees through the thin cotton of her uniform. Mara's hands were on her face before she had finished settling. The fingers and thumb on the back of her neck. The other hand on the line of her jaw. Tess looked up.

"Today gave you a thing you can't put down," Mara said.

"Yes."

"I'm going to put it down for you."

"Yes."

"Get up here."

Tess got up onto the lower bunk. Mara had her back against the wall and her knees drawn up, and Mara turned her, with the small efficient strength Mara had in her hands, so that Tess was seated between Mara's open knees with her back against Mara's chest. The mattress was thin. The springs gave under their joint weight. The tier light bled in through the bars, soft and dim, the way the cell light always was at lights-out — not dark, never dark, the half-light of a place where dark was a privilege no one had.

Next door, Dani turned in her bunk.

The springs went once.

Mara waited until they had stopped.

"Quieter than that," she said, very low against the side of Tess's neck. "All night."

"Yes."

"Hands."

Tess put her hands on Mara's knees, palms-down, the way Mara had taught her to put her hands on Mara's knees the first time they had done this on this bunk in this cell. Mara's right hand came up over Tess's shoulder and settled along the line of her throat. Not gripping. Resting. The weight of the hand was the weight of the rule. Tess felt her own pulse rise to meet it.

Mara's left hand went under the waistband of her uniform.

She was already wet.

She had been wet since the bottle of metformin, maybe; maybe since the you're Voss's, aren't you; maybe since come here; she could not have said. She heard her own breath catch and felt the small low hum of relief move up under her ribs as Mara's fingers found her, and Mara's mouth was at the side of her neck and Mara's right hand was on her throat and Mara was not in a hurry.

That was the part.

Mara was not in a hurry, and the day Tess had had was a day where everyone else had been in a hurry — Bennett's pen already moving, Markham slipping the bottle into her pocket without looking, the smile that had filed her before Tess had thought to look up — and the slow steady patience of Mara's hand was the answer to all of it.

"You watched the room," Mara said into her hair.

"Yes."

"Good."

Tess closed her eyes.

Mara's thumb brushed her clit.

Once. Light. A test. Tess's breath caught and Mara's right hand tightened a fraction on her throat — not hard, never hard, just the small reminder of the rule — and Tess found her quiet on the catch and held it, and Mara's thumb brushed her clit again.

She was already shaking.

She was already, she realized with a faint horror at how quick it was, close. The day had wound her tighter than she had let herself feel until Mara had begun to unwind her, and the unwinding was its own kind of escalation, and she felt the heat climb up the inside of her thighs and bloom at the base of her spine and she said —

"Mara — please — let me —"

Mara stopped.

Her hand stilled. Her thumb stilled. Her right hand on Tess's throat did not move. The cell went very quiet. The tier light hummed. Next door, Dani did not turn.

"Ask properly."

It came at the side of Tess's ear, low, calm, and not the first time in two books Tess had heard it, but the first time in a very long stretch of nights she had had to find the shape of the asking under Mara's hand at full pressure, and the finding of it took her a moment. She closed her mouth around the half-word her mouth had been doing. She swallowed. She breathed once through her nose. She made herself, in the small specific way Mara had taught her to make herself, be clear.

"May I come."

"Quietly."

"Yes."

"Now."

Mara's thumb on her clit and Mara's other fingers slick and steady against her and the slow, certain rhythm of Mara's left hand was the thing that took her over the edge. Mara's right hand on her throat stayed where it had been. The weight of it was the weight of the rule. Tess came with her mouth closed and her hands flat on Mara's knees and her whole body shaking against Mara's chest, and Mara held her through it, hand on her throat, hand between her legs, mouth at her hair, and not a sound carried past the bars.

The shaking went on a while.

Mara let her come down at her own pace. Mara's left hand stayed where it was until Tess's breath had evened out. Then it withdrew, slow, careful, and Mara held her against her chest with both arms around her ribs, and they sat like that in the dim cell light for what might have been two minutes or five.

"Good," Mara said.

That was all.

✦ ✦ ✦

Tess climbed the ladder afterward on legs that did not entirely work.

She lay flat on her back on the upper bunk. She put her hands on top of the blanket, palms up, the way the rule said. Her wrist had Mara's smell on it from where Mara's hand had held it earlier in the day. Not perfume. Mara did not have perfume. Just the warmth of Mara — soap, skin, the faint dry note of the paperback Mara had been holding before Tess came in. It was on her wrist. It would still be on her wrist in the morning.

She turned her wrist toward her face.

Below her, Mara breathed.

It was the awake breath again — the slow steady one from yesterday — but it was carrying less than it had been carrying yesterday. The same weight was on it. The same thing was behind it. But Mara had taken the day's other weight off Tess, and that left the weight of Markham's name to sit on Mara's chest alone, and Mara had decided to lie still in the dim cell light and sit with it.

The fluorescents on the catwalk hummed.

Next door, Dani slept.

Tess closed her eyes.

She did not yet know what she had seen.

She knew that what had happened tonight did not make any of it smaller. She also knew, with the small clean certainty of a woman who has been controlled correctly, that what had happened tonight had made it possible to carry until tomorrow.

She kept her wrist near her face.

She slept.


Chapter 4

Mara was steady at the sink.

She was carrying it. Tess could see her carrying it. The weight that had sat on the bunk rail two nights ago and on the dayroom table the morning after and on Mara's chest at lights-out last night was still where it had been, but Mara had decided that this morning Tess was not going to feel any of it from her side of the cell, and the decision was a thing Mara was doing with her hands. The cold tap on time. The wrist brush on time. The fingers and thumb at the back of Tess's neck on time, settled, lifted.

The decision was a gift.

Tess took the gift and did not unwrap it. She wet her face. She looked at her own face in the metal mirror and did not, this morning, hold her own eyes for very long.

Mara did not give her an instruction.

That was the first thing Tess registered after Mara's hand lifted from her neck. Yesterday Mara had said watch the room before you watch the work. The day before yesterday Mara had said come back in the same shape you leave in. This morning Mara said good after count, the way Mara said good after every count, and that was all. The space where the small daily instruction usually went was empty.

Tess made her bunk.

She did not ask.

She did not always need an instruction. She knew that. Mara did not parcel out instructions to be reassuring; Mara gave them when there was something specific to give, and when there wasn't, she did not invent one. The absence was not a slight.

It was also a thing Tess noticed.

She let it sit.

She got her badge off the hook at six-forty and went to the bars to be opened, and Mara watched her go. Mara was still on the lower bunk. Mara's eyes were on her face. There was nothing more to say than good and so Mara did not say anything more. The latch went.

Tess stepped onto the tier.

She did not look back.

✦ ✦ ✦

The infirmary was quiet.

Bennett was at her desk. Bennett was at her desk in the same way she had been at her desk yesterday and the day before. Tess pulled the controlled-substance log and ran the column and the column was clean. She wrote the number on her side sheet. She did the morning's intake paperwork. She processed a new admit on a parole revocation and another on a misdemeanor hold and she did not see Markham. Nobody came in who did not belong. The medication window opened at eight-thirty and the women on the schedule came through it in the order they were on the schedule and they left in the order they came in. The clock on the wall ticked. The corridor was bright.

Bennett asked after Mara at ten-twelve.

"Voss good."

"She's good."

"Good."

That was it. The small ritual was the same as yesterday and the same as the day before, except that yesterday Bennett's hand had stopped on her page when Tess had taken the line one beat early, and today Bennett's hand did not stop, because today Tess had let Bennett ask first. They were back inside the shape they had been in for a month.

Tess did not know whether the shape had been restored on purpose or whether neither of them had needed to think about it. She filed the not-knowing the way she had filed the side-sheet dots and the eight-days-early metformin.

She broke at eleven-twenty for midday rec.

The yard was bright.

The yard was always bright at this hour — the sun was high enough to clear the south wall but not yet high enough to clear the catwalk roof on the north side, and the gravel of the walking track threw light back in a flat hard sheet that made every woman on the track squint. Tess took her sunglasses out of her pocket and put them on. They were the cheap commissary pair Mara had pointed at three weeks into Tess's eighteenth month and said those. They cost two-fifty. They were the only pair of sunglasses Tess owned.

She walked the track.

She walked alone.

Mara took her rec on the off-rotation block; Yvette had arranged that months ago, the way Yvette arranged most things. Tess had been walking the track alone at this hour for the better part of a year. She had been allowed to. The walking-alone had become, in some quiet way Tess did not name, part of the structure too — Mara was somewhere else; Tess was here; the world held; the rec block ended at twelve-ten and they would be in the same cell at four-twenty. It worked because Mara was not standing on a catwalk watching her, and it worked because no one approached her at the track. It had been a long time since anyone had.

She walked the first lap.

She walked the second.

On the third lap, somewhere between the south wall and the tower, she heard the slow steady crunch of gravel start up on her left.

Kendra fell in beside her.

She did not look at Kendra. She kept her pace. The crunch of Kendra's boots on the gravel matched her own. The boots had been matched to her own deliberately; she had been a step ahead and Kendra had taken a step and a half to bring herself even, and then Kendra had settled into Tess's rhythm and held it. The shoulder beside Tess was at the height Tess's shoulder was at. The breath beside her was even.

The left, Tess thought.

She felt the implication land in her ribs.

"Nice morning," Kendra said.

Her voice was the voice of a woman remarking on the weather to someone on a porch. Casual. Light. She did not turn her head. She did not stop walking. Tess nodded once. The nod was not warmth and was not rejection; it was the small unspecific acknowledgment that allowed a woman on a track to remain on the track without giving anyone what was about to happen to her a name. Kendra accepted it.

"I saw you in the dayroom Wednesday," Kendra said.

Tess's pace did not change.

She had been training her pace not to change for nineteen months. She kept it. The gravel kept crunching. The sun on her sunglasses was hot on the bridge of her nose. The track curved north past the tower; she took the curve at the same speed she had been taking it.

"You looked good," Kendra said, the same easy register. "Came when she said. Right in front of the captain."

"Pike."

"Calder."

"You walking with me."

"For a minute."

It was as much as Tess was going to get her to say about why. The composure of it was the part that was wrong. The Kendra Tess remembered from before her last stint in solitary had been loud, territorial, slightly out of control; the woman walking next to her now was not that woman. She had been keeping her voice down for a long time. She had been keeping her face down for a long time. She was using the part of herself she used in front of officers, and she was using it on Tess.

"I hear you're working medical now," Kendra said. "Pulling intake."

Tess did not confirm it.

She did not have to. Kendra continued.

"Funny detail," Kendra said. "Lot of women come through there. Lot of meds. Lot of opportunity to see things you don't have anywhere to put."

The curve was ending. The track straightened out toward the gate at the far end of the rec block. Tess could see the gate. She made herself look at the gate and not at Kendra's hands. Kendra's hands were in her pockets. Kendra's shoulder was at the same height Kendra's shoulder had been at since the first crunch of gravel.

"Pike."

"You should be careful, Calder."

"With what."

"With wanting things."

The straightaway was long. The gate at the end of it was not getting closer at any speed that mattered. Kendra kept her pace exactly with Tess's. Kendra's breath was as even as it had been on the curve. Kendra had not raised her voice and Kendra had not lowered her voice. Kendra was, Tess understood with a small clean cold drop somewhere under her ribs, exactly inside the same composure Mara was inside this morning. Two women carrying two very different things in two very steady hands.

"People who get attached to Voss don't keep it, Calder," Kendra said. "Ask anyone who's been here long enough to remember the last one."

Tess felt the sentence go in.

She did not say anything.

She could not have said what her face did. She kept walking. The gravel kept crunching. The sun on her sunglasses was a flat hard sheet of light that she made her eyes do work behind. She did not look at Kendra. Kendra walked half a lap more in silence — Tess counted it, twenty paces, twenty-five — and then Kendra peeled off at the gate the way Yvette had peeled off at the corridor intersection two days ago, easy, unhurried, the small body language of a woman who had finished doing the thing she came to do.

"Take care of yourself, honey."

She went through the gate.

The gate closed.

Tess walked the rest of her lap.

She did not run.

She did not stop.

✦ ✦ ✦

She did not bring it home.

The decision was made somewhere between the gate and the cell door, and it was not made by an interior monologue, and it was not made by a moral debate. It was made the way Tess had learned, in nineteen months, that small decisions got made in here — at the level of the body, before the head caught up. The decision was: not all of it. She would not put the sentence Voss's last one in Mara's mouth. She would not say it out loud in their cell. She would say what Kendra had said about the dayroom. She would say what Kendra had said about the infirmary. She would not say what Kendra had said about wanting things, and she would not say the last one.

The decision was small.

The decision did not feel large enough to be a betrayal.

She told herself that twice before she got to the tier.

She told herself the third time on the stairs and did not entirely believe it.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara was in the cell.

The paperback was open on her thigh. She did not look up. Tess sat on the lower bunk without asking. Mara's leg shifted against her hip half an inch and stilled. The paperback closed.

"Tell me."

Tess told her.

She told her about the morning's clean log. She told her about Bennett. She told her, in the careful flat shape of telling she had decided on between the gate and the cell, that Kendra had been on the track. That Kendra had walked with her on the left. That Kendra had referenced the dayroom — "You came when she said. Right in front of the captain." Tess gave Mara the sentence. The giving of it cost her something; she let the cost show. It was easier to let the cost of that sentence show than to let the cost of the other one show.

Mara listened.

Tess told her that Kendra had referenced the infirmary. "Funny detail. Lot of meds. Lot of opportunity." She did not give that one verbatim; she paraphrased it, and the paraphrase was honest as far as it went.

Mara listened.

Then Tess stopped.

The cell was quiet.

She heard her own breath. She heard, very faintly through the bars, the tier outside doing what the tier did at four-thirty in the afternoon — water running in someone's sink, the small thump of someone's commissary box being put down on a bunk, Dani next door coughing once and going quiet. She heard Mara not turn the paperback's page.

"That's the dayroom and the infirmary," Mara said.

"Yes."

"What else."

Tess kept her face the way she had been keeping it on the track.

"She said I should be careful with wanting things."

Mara's eyes were on her.

She had not raised them off the paperback the whole time Tess had been talking. They came up now. They came up slow. Mara looked at Tess the way Mara had looked at her the first morning in Cell 114, not interested in what she was wearing, not interested in what she looked like under her uniform, interested in what she was for and who she was with. The look did the read. The read took its time.

"Stand up."

Tess stood.

"Look at me."

Tess looked.

"Breathe."

Tess breathed. She breathed in through her nose to a count of four and out through her mouth to a count of six the way Mara had taught her to breathe at the wall in the search six months ago, and Mara watched her do it, and Mara's eyes went over her face and her shoulders and her hands and the line of her jaw and the way she was holding her elbows away from her body. The read took twenty seconds. The read took thirty.

"What else."

Tess held the breath at the top.

"That's all."

Mara held her gaze.

Five seconds. Six.

She did not press again. She did not have to. She had read Tess and she had read what Tess had chosen not to give her, and she did, in the small specific way Mara had of deciding things, the thing she had decided to do.

"Sit."

Tess sat on the lower bunk.

"Hands."

Tess put her hands on her thighs, palms-down.

"Eyes here."

Mara's eyes.

"You're going to bring me the rest of it before you sleep tonight, or you're going to bring it to me tomorrow," Mara said. Her voice was low and even. Her voice had the calm that meant Mara was past the deciding and was inside the doing. "One of the two. Pick."

Tess's mouth was dry.

"Tomorrow."

Mara looked at her a count of five.

"All right."

The paperback opened again. Mara turned a page she had not read. Tess sat on the lower bunk with her hands flat on her thighs and her eyes where Mara had put them, and she did not move until Mara reached up, without looking at her, and put two fingers and a thumb on the back of her neck. The hand settled. Mara held one beat. Mara held a second beat. Mara held a third — and the third beat was the warning, because the third beat had never been there before, and Tess felt the difference in her skin before her head had named it. Mara lifted her hand.

"Up the ladder," she said.

Tess went.

✦ ✦ ✦

At lights-out she lay on her back on the upper bunk and looked at the ceiling.

The cracks were where they had been. The hum of the catwalk fluorescents was the pitch it always was. Next door, Dani turned in her bunk and the springs went, once, and stopped.

Below her, Mara breathed.

It was not the awake-and-deciding breath from the night the captain had walked the dayroom, and it was not the awake-and-carrying breath from after Markham. It was a new sound. It was the breath of a woman who was awake on the other side of a wall and was choosing to stay on her side of it until morning. It was the breath of a woman who had been told tomorrow and had accepted the word, and was going to make the woman who had given her the word live inside it tonight.

Tess put her hands on top of the blanket palms-up, the way the rule said.

She felt the wall between them.

She had built it. She had built it small. She had built it out of one sentence, one woman's words on a gravel track, one decision made between a gate and a cell door. It was nothing. It was nothing she could not undo in the morning. It was hers tonight.

Mara breathed.

The fluorescents hummed.

The cell was dim in the way the cell was always dim — never dark, never quite dark — and Tess kept her eyes open and did not look down, because the rule about not looking down at Mara from the upper bunk at lights-out had been one of the very first rules, and the rule was the only thing in the cell that had not changed in the last four days, and she was not going to be the one to break it tonight.

She lay on her back.

She listened to Mara breathe.

She did not sleep until late.


Chapter 5

Tess woke before the lights came up.

She did not move. She lay on the upper bunk with the concrete an inch from her face and listened. The catwalk hum was the catwalk hum. The corridor was the corridor. Somewhere down the tier a woman coughed once and rolled over.

Below her, Mara was awake.

Tess could tell. She had spent nineteen months learning the difference between Mara's sleeping breath and Mara's awake breath, and the breath under her bunk was the awake breath. It was steady. It had been steady for a while. It had been steady, Tess suspected, since some time before she herself had stopped sleeping.

She waited for Down.

It did not come.

She waited for Sink.

It did not come.

The lights came up. The corridor stirred. Somewhere two cells over a toilet flushed. Mara, below her, did not move. Did not speak. Did not put a foot on the floor in the small soft way she put a foot on the floor on the mornings she was about to call Tess down.

Tess understood, lying there, that the absence was not punishment. The absence was information. Mara was awake. Mara had been awake. Mara was waiting for Tess to come down on her own.

Tess did not come down.

She lay in the dark counting the hum and feeling her own chest do the small refusal that was not quite a refusal — the refusal that was, more honestly, the inability — and she did not put a foot on the ladder, and Mara did not call her, and the bell rang for shift, and Tess got up and dressed without ever once having looked her in the face.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett noticed at the door.

She did not say anything. She moved her pen on her page and she said, in the shape she had said it on the first morning of Tess's rotation and every morning since, Tess. Morning. But her eyes did the small read that was not the usual read, and Tess felt herself catalogued, and Bennett did not catalogue out loud.

The intake count was clean. The Lorazepam line was a line of small printed numbers that added up to themselves. No Markham. No early refills. No discrepancies. The day, today, was doing the opposite of the day before yesterday — it was being quiet, and the quiet was a thing Tess felt across her shoulders like weather.

Halfway through the shift, Bennett looked up from her page and said, in a voice that was Bennett's normal voice but pitched a half-step softer, How's the morning, Tess.

Tess stopped at her cart. She looked at Bennett. Bennett did not lift her eyes from her page when she asked it. The asking was, Tess understood, as much grace as Bennett would give her — not the usual how's Voss, which was the safe question, the agreed-on question, but the other question, asked once.

Quiet, Tess said.

Bennett nodded at her page. All right. She turned a page. The grace closed.

Tess finished her cart.

✦ ✦ ✦

At count, Mara did not look at her.

Tess stood at her line on the painted yellow on the cell-block floor and put her hands at her sides and her eyes forward, and Mara, four bodies down, did the same thing, and when Dorsey walked the line and called the numbers Mara answered without looking left, and when Dorsey turned the corner Mara still did not look left. The non-look was not theatre. The non-look was a thing Mara was simply choosing not to do. Tess registered it the way the body registers a drop in the temperature of a room — a thing the skin knows about half a second before the head names it.

When Dorsey cleared the count and the line broke, Tess walked back to the cell, and Mara walked back to the cell, and they did not walk together.

Tess thought it through in three flat steps as the corridor lights buzzed overhead.

She knows already.

She has been waiting.

She has decided what she is going to do about it before I walk in the door.

✦ ✦ ✦

The cell door rolled shut behind her.

Mara was sitting on the lower bunk. Her hands were on her thighs, palms down, the way Mara's hands were on her thighs when Mara had set them there on purpose. She did not stand. She did not say come here. She let Tess walk in. She let the door close. She let Tess stand in the middle of the cell with her own hands at her sides and nowhere to put her eyes.

Tess put her eyes on Mara.

Mara let the silence hold three seconds. Four. Five. There was no anger in her face. The lack of anger, Tess understood, was worse than the anger would have been — anger was something a body could brace against. The lack of anger was a thing the body had no architecture for.

Sit down, Mara said.

Her voice was the voice she used at lights-out. Quiet. Even.

Tess sat down.

She sat down on the floor.

She did not, in the moment, decide to sit on the floor. The floor was where her knees folded. Mara had not said here. Mara had not patted the bunk beside her. The bunk was Mara's, and the floor was the place Tess's body went when Mara had not given her a place. She put her hands flat on her thighs the way Mara's hands were flat on her thighs, and she looked up.

Mara read the choice. Tess watched her read it. Mara's eyes did the small slow move from Tess's hands to Tess's shoulders to Tess's face, and Mara let the floor stand. She did not say up on the bunk. She did not say come here. She let Tess sit where her knees had put her.

I already know, Mara said.

Tess made a small sound that was not a word.

I knew last night, Mara said. I knew when you told me Kendra walked with you in the yard and you kept your hands still on your thighs the way you keep them still when you've decided the shape of what you're going to give me. I knew which piece you kept.

Tess's chest did the small ladder of being known. It went down one rung at a time. Each rung was a thing Mara had clocked that Tess had thought she was hiding.

Mara waited until Tess was at the bottom of the ladder.

Then Mara said, low and clear, The last one.

It landed in the cell like a coin dropped on concrete.

Tess closed her eyes for one beat. Opened them. She did not nod. She did not need to nod. Mara had not asked a question.

Why didn't you bring it to me, Mara said.

She was not raising her voice. She had not raised it once. The question was the same question she would have asked about the laundry rotation if the laundry rotation had been the thing.

Tess found her own voice. It came out smaller than she wanted.

I didn't want to put those words in your mouth.

Mara took it. She did not soften. She did not contradict.

That isn't your decision to make.

Tess swallowed. The swallow took longer than a swallow.

I know, she said.

You bring me the thing, Mara said, before you decide what shape it should take.

She let that sit a beat.

You tell me first.

It was a sentence Mara said once, in the voice Mara used for ordinary instruction. It was not announced. It was not framed. It went into the cell and into Tess's chest and it sat there.

Tess's body recognized it before her head did. The recognition was a small click behind her sternum, the kind of click a lock makes when the tumblers find their seat.

Yes, Tess said.

Mara held her eyes one beat longer.

Then Mara stood.

She crossed the two paces of cell floor it took to stand in front of Tess, and she looked down at her, and she said, in a voice that was now the other voice — the voice she used when the instructions were going to be specific:

Up.

Tess got up.

Look at me.

Tess looked.

Mara's eyes did the read. The read took its time. When Mara had finished reading her, Mara said, low:

You're going to do what I tell you to do for the next half hour, and you are not going to negotiate any part of it. Do you understand.

Yes.

Yes what.

Yes, I understand.

Good.

She put two fingers and a thumb on the back of Tess's neck and turned her toward the lower bunk.

Sit.

Tess sat on the edge of the lower bunk.

Back.

Tess shifted back until her shoulders met Mara's chest.

Open.

Tess opened her knees.

The vocabulary was the vocabulary of two nights ago, the night of the bunk. The cadence was different. Two nights ago the sentences had had air around them. Tonight the sentences were shorter and the pauses between them were heavier. Mara was not rewarding her. Mara was correcting her. Tess felt the difference at the level of where the words landed in her body — two nights ago at the chest; tonight at the base of her spine.

Mara's mouth came to Tess's ear.

Hands flat on your thighs.

Tess put her hands flat on her thighs.

Don't move them.

Tess did not move them.

Mara's right hand came around to Tess's throat. Weight, not grip — Tess registered the difference automatically, because the difference was the vocabulary by now. Her pulse went up under Mara's fingers. Mara felt it. Did not say anything about it. Let it.

Mara's left hand went inside the waistband of Tess's pants.

The first touch was nothing — the flat of Mara's fingers laid across her, a press, no movement. Tess was already slick. Mara felt that too. Did not say anything about it. Let it.

Then the movement began.

It was slow. It was patient. It was not the movement of someone who was trying to get her there. It was the movement of someone who was establishing a fact. Mara's fingers found her clit with the small careful certainty of two nights ago, and the pressure was the same pressure, and the rhythm was the same rhythm at first, and Tess's breath broke open the way it had broken open then, and her head went back against Mara's shoulder, and she made a small grateful sound she was not aware of making.

The first time she got close, Mara stopped.

The fingers held. Did not lift. Just stopped moving.

Not yet, Mara said.

Tess made a sound.

The sound was a question and a small whine and a small not-a-protest all at once, and Mara heard it, and Mara did not move her fingers. She held them there. She let Tess's body come back down through itself one breath at a time until Tess's hips were no longer trying to do the thing her hips wanted to do.

When the breathing had leveled, Mara began again.

Same rhythm. Same pressure. Same slow patient certainty. Tess's body found the climb again — the climb was faster the second time, the way the climb is always faster the second time — and her own breath shortened, and she heard the small wet sound of Mara's hand against her, and the heat went up the inside of her thighs, and her hands, on her thighs, opened and closed once against the cloth before she remembered them and stilled them again.

The second time she got close, Mara stopped.

The fingers held.

Not yet, Mara said again.

Tess made a sound that was, this time, not a question. It was a small wounded sound. It came out of her chest without permission and it stayed in the cell after it left her, the way a small wounded sound stayed in a small concrete room.

Mara heard it.

Mara waited.

Then Mara, with her mouth still at Tess's ear, said — two syllables, quiet, even — Ask properly.

Tess's whole body found the form of the asking before her head found the words. She had to swallow once.

May I come, she said.

Not yet.

Tess heard herself make another sound, smaller, and she did not push against Mara's hand. She did not lift her hips. She held her hands flat on her thighs the way Mara had placed them, and she waited, shaking, while Mara watched her wait.

The third hold was the longest.

Tess was wet enough now that she could feel it down the inside of her thigh. Mara's hand was slick with her. Mara's throat-hand had not moved. The weight was the same weight. The pulse under Mara's fingers was a fast steady thing now, the kind of pulse a body had when the body had given up the small project of pretending the body wasn't there.

Mara did not say anything for a long count.

Tess did not say anything either.

The cell was quiet enough that Tess could hear the catwalk overhead and the small ordinary sound of her own breathing and the smaller more humiliating sound of how slick Mara's fingers were against her. She kept her hands flat on her thighs. She kept her eyes on the place across the cell where Mara had told her to keep them. She felt herself shake once, a small shiver from the shoulders down, and Mara, behind her, said nothing about the shiver and did not move her hand to settle it. The shiver was, Tess understood, a thing she was allowed to have. Mara was not going to take it from her, and Mara was also not going to comfort her out of it. The shiver was Tess's, and the wait was Tess's, and the holding herself still was Tess's.

After a long count, Mara's fingers moved.

Not the rhythm yet. Just one slow drag of the pads across her clit — a single deliberate stroke, the kind of stroke that was a question and a test at once. Tess's hips wanted to lift. Tess's hips did not lift. Her hands, on her thighs, did the open-and-close once and went still.

Good, Mara said, finally, the first time she had said it tonight.

The word landed on Tess's chest like a small dropped weight. Her eyes went wet again. She did not cry. She breathed instead.

Then Mara began the rhythm.

It was different this time. It was tighter. It was a rhythm that was not asking for permission to take her there — it was a rhythm that was taking her there. Two strokes, three, four; Tess heard her own breath go open; her shoulders gave back into Mara's chest; the heat went up the inside of her thighs and pooled at the base of her belly and there was no air in the cell except the small wet sound of Mara's hand and Tess's breath and the catwalk hum.

Now, Mara said.

Tess came.

It went up her spine and it went out through her shoulders and it went down the backs of her thighs and she heard herself, distantly, make a sound she did not recognize. The sound was the sound of a woman who had been held at the edge twice and let go on the third. Mara did not let up. Mara rode the orgasm through with her — slow, patient, the same certainty — and when Tess's hips finally went still Mara's fingers stayed where they were, light, the small press of contact that was the difference between I have stopped and I am letting you down.

Tess was breathing in the broken way for a long time.

Mara let her.

When Tess's breath came back to itself, Mara's hand moved.

It went up from her waistband to her ribs to her collarbone to the back of her neck, the same path the hand always took at the end of the thing, and it settled in the place it always settled — two fingers and a thumb at the base of her skull, the pads pressed warm against the soft hair there.

It held one beat.

Two beats.

Three beats — the warning length from the yard cell, the new length, the length the night two days back had introduced.

And then, instead of lifting, it held a fourth beat.

The fourth beat was new.

Tess felt it land in her at the chest, not at the neck. The fourth beat was not a hold and it was not a claim. The fourth beat was the small specific thing Mara was offering her in the place of the good Mara had not said yet and might not say tonight. Tess felt her eyes go wet in a way that was not about the heat anymore.

Mara lifted her hand.

Tess sat for a second without it on her, then turned, slowly, and put her face into the front of Mara's shirt.

Mara let her.

After a while Mara's hand came up the back of her head and rested there, and Mara said, low, into her hair:

Next time. Before you decide what shape it should take. You bring it to me first.

Tess's chest did the click again.

Yes, she said, into the fabric.

Yes what.

Yes, I'll bring it to you first.

Mara did not say good.

All right, she said.

She held the back of Tess's head one more beat — a regular beat, not a long one — and then she shifted, and Tess shifted with her, and the staging of the bunk became the staging of the night the way the staging of the bunk became the staging of the night every night: Mara sitting back; Tess sitting up; the cell breathing through them.

The lights blinked the warning for lights-out.

Up the ladder, Mara said.

It was the same instruction from the night before. The shape of it was different. The night before the instruction had been a small proportionate consequence. Tonight the instruction was just an instruction — Mara was telling Tess to go to her bunk because it was time to go to her bunk.

Tess climbed.

She lay on her back on the upper bunk with the concrete an inch from her face. She heard Mara settle below her — the small sounds of Mara settling, the cloth, the give of the metal, the breath finding the sleeping shape. The breath found the sleeping shape inside two minutes.

Tess lay in the dark with Mara's smell on her wrist.

She turned the sentence over once.

Tell me first.

Her body had already learned it. Her head, lying in the dark, was the part of her that was still catching up. She heard the catwalk hum and the corridor settle, and Mara breathing the sleeping breath under her, and somewhere down the tier the woman who had coughed at the start of the morning coughed again — once, the same dry once — and Tess turned her face toward the wall and closed her eyes and let the sentence sit where it had landed.


Chapter 6

The morning was the morning again.

Mara's voice came up through the metal of the bunk frame at the time it came up through the metal of the bunk frame. Down. Tess came down. Sink. Tess went to the sink. Mara took the place on the right and Tess took the place on the left and the geometry was the geometry, and Tess did not pause to mark the restoration because the restoration was not a thing to mark. The dynamic was itself again. The cell was itself again. They washed their hands in the same small ordinary order.

At the bars before shift Mara turned Tess by the shoulder.

Listen, she said.

Tess listened.

If they come for the cell today, Mara said, you stay where they put you. You don't answer questions you weren't asked. You don't volunteer.

Tess's chest did the small thing it did when Mara had heard something she had not yet brought home. She did not ask what. Mara had told her not to ask what by the shape of the instruction.

Yes, Tess said.

Mara settled two fingers and a thumb on the back of her neck, held one beat, lifted, and let her go to shift.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett was at her page.

How's Voss, Bennett said.

The inverted ritual of yesterday was closed. Bennett was back to the safe question. Tess registered the closure the way she had registered the opening — without comment.

Steady, she said.

Bennett nodded. The pen moved. The day moved.

The intake was clean. No Markham. No discrepancy. The cart ran the rounds in the small ordinary order the cart ran the rounds in, and Tess thought, somewhere in the back of her hands, that the cleanness of the day was the wrong cleanness. The day was being tidied around her.

She did not bring it home. She had not gotten home yet to bring it.

✦ ✦ ✦

The corridor went loud at ten thirty-seven.

She heard it before she saw it — the boots on the painted metal of the catwalk, the small institutional shift of bodies repositioning themselves out of the way. She was in the dayroom with a paperback she had not been reading. She felt the call land before the radio said it.

The radio said it.

D-Block, one-one-four, on the wall.

It was Holt's voice. It came out of her shoulder unit and across the dayroom and into Tess's chest like a coin dropped on concrete. She stood up. She did not run. She set the paperback face-down on the bench. Across the dayroom, on the other side of the metal table, Mara was already standing.

Mara did not look at her.

Mara walked toward the corridor at the pace Mara walked everywhere, and Tess fell in behind her at three paces back, the way Tess fell in behind her on count, and Holt came around the corner of the catwalk and met them at the cell mouth and said nothing because nothing needed to be said.

The walk was twenty-six paces. Tess counted them later. In the moment she did not count them. In the moment she watched Mara's shoulders.

The shoulders were not Mara's shoulders.

She did not have a word for what they were instead. She had been watching Mara's shoulders for nineteen months and the set of them was a set she had not seen — the weight on the heels was different, the breath was different, the carriage of the spine was different. Mara was walking the corridor the way someone walked the corridor who had walked the corridor on the other side of it. Tess did not put the thought into the words. The thought sat in her where her hands were.

✦ ✦ ✦

Evans was already in the cell.

He was standing at the foot of the bunks with a clipboard he was not reading. His shoes were polished. His captain's bars were polished. He was holding the clipboard the way Mara had held a folded sheet in the dayroom three days earlier — as a prop in a conversation he was actually having through his body.

He looked up when they came in.

Voss, he said. Calder.

One syllable each. The same voice he had used in the dayroom three days ago. Voss.

He gestured at the wall opposite the bunks.

On the wall, please.

Please.

Tess heard the word and she heard, at the same time, that no officer in nineteen months had said please to her. Please was a word from outside the building. Please was, in this room, a word from a vocabulary book Mara owned and Evans was reading from.

She walked to the wall.

She put her hands flat on the concrete at shoulder height. She put her feet shoulder-width. She put her face forward.

Beside her, Mara took the other half of the wall. Mara on the right. Tess on the left. The sink geometry preserved in the wall geometry without either of them speaking of it. Their elbows did not touch. They would not have, even if the wall had been narrower.

✦ ✦ ✦

Holt did the search.

She did it the way Holt did things — efficient, unhurried, no theatre. She pulled the bedding off the upper bunk first. She shook each blanket out, folded it on the lower bunk, lifted the thin mattress. She ran her hand along the frame at the joints. She knew the joints. She worked them like a woman who had been trained on these joints, by someone who had been trained on these joints, by someone who had built the training.

Tess looked at the wall.

Evans did not look at the search.

Evans looked at Mara.

He stood with his shoulder against the bars and his arms loose at his sides and he watched her face in profile for the long minute it took Holt to clear the upper bunk and start on the lower. He did not stare. He did not lean in. He watched her the way one professional watched another professional in a small confined space — interested, not invested. Observing for data.

Tess could see him at the edge of her own vision because Evans had positioned himself in the edge of her vision on purpose.

After a minute, Evans said — conversational, low, the way one professional speaks to another — You'd run this differently.

It was not a question.

Mara did not answer it.

Mara's hands stayed flat on the concrete. Her shoulders did not lift. Her breath did not change. The cell was silent for ten seconds.

Tess's chest did two things at once.

The first thing it did was register the verb. Would run. The present-tense conditional. The grammatical shape of if you were still on this side of the wall. It was, Tess understood, a confession in the shape of a hypothetical. Evans had put it in the air. He had not raised his voice to put it there.

The second thing her chest did was register that Mara did not flinch.

Mara did not flinch. Not at the wrist. Not at the back of the neck. Not anywhere. The not-flinching was the answer Evans had asked for, and Evans took it as the answer, and Evans, satisfied, turned his head back toward Holt and watched Holt for thirty seconds before he turned it back to Mara again.

✦ ✦ ✦

Holt opened the commissary box.

She lifted the contents out one at a time. Toothbrush. Plastic comb. The cheap commissary sunglasses Mara had picked out three weeks into Tess's eighteenth month. She turned the sunglasses in her hand, registered them — the slight nod of a woman who knew they had not been in the box yesterday and who chose not to say so — and put them back where they had been. She closed the box. She set it on the shelf in the same orientation.

He bent under the lower bunk.

He came up with nothing.

She checked the joints of the lower bunk frame the way she had checked the joints of the upper. She knew where to put her fingers. The cell breathed around her. Evans was watching Mara again.

Holt straightened.

Clean, Captain.

Evans nodded once.

He did not turn his head when he spoke. He spoke into the cell at large, but the words were clearly to Mara, the way an officer's words were clearly to one person even when they were addressed to a room.

Good housekeeping, Evans said.

Good.

Tess felt the word land. She did not turn her head. She felt the theft of the word the way she had felt the theft of nothing else in nineteen months, and she kept her hands flat on the concrete and she kept her face forward.

Evans straightened from the bars. He nodded at Holt. He walked out of the cell. Holt followed.

The cell door was left rolled open.

✦ ✦ ✦

Dorsey was on the tier.

Tess could not see her from the wall, but she could feel her. Dorsey did not say anything. Dorsey logged them with her eyes.

After a long beat, Mara turned from the wall.

She did not say come down. She did not say at ease. She walked the two paces it took to stand behind Tess and she put two fingers and a thumb on the back of Tess's neck and she settled the weight there and she held one beat and she lifted.

Sit, she said.

Tess turned from the wall. She walked the three paces to the bunks. She sat on the edge of the lower bunk. Mara sat beside her.

Mara did not say anything for a long minute.

Tess watched Mara's hand on Mara's own thigh. The hand did not shake. The hand did not need to shake. The hand was holding itself flat the way Tess's hand had held itself flat on the night of the after-floor placement, palms down, the small geometry of a body that had decided where its hands were going to be. Tess registered the mirror and did not comment on it.

Outside the cell, the open door, the tier, Dorsey somewhere doing the work of pretending she was not still watching them.

Tess found her voice. She kept it low.

He used a present tense, she said. Would run.

She did not pose it as a question. Mara had told her, in the cell hours after Kendra, that the bringing was the thing. This was the bringing. Tess understood that this was the bringing without having to put the word bringing on it.

Mara did not answer for a beat.

Then she said, low: I heard it.

A pause.

You're going to hear more of those. Bring them to me.

Tess nodded.

Mara closed her hand briefly around Tess's wrist — not a hold, a touch — and let it go.

✦ ✦ ✦

Count came and went.

Dorsey called the line. Dorsey did not look at them specifically. Dorsey looked at her clipboard. Tess thought, watching her, that Dorsey was being scrupulous about the not-looking, and that the scrupulousness was its own log entry.

The corridor settled. The lights stayed up. Mara sat on the lower bunk with her back against the wall and her knees apart in the small specific way Mara's knees were apart when Mara was about to call her. Tess was on the edge of the same bunk, four inches from Mara's left thigh, and she felt the calling before it came.

It came.

Come here.

Two words. The cadence was not the cadence of the first bunk night — that night had been Up. Tonight's the bunk. Come here. — and it was not the cadence of the after-floor placement. This was just the two words. The two words were enough.

Tess shifted up onto the bunk and settled between Mara's open knees with her back to Mara's chest, and Mara's arms came around her ribs the way Mara's arms had come around her ribs the two times before, and the staging of the bunk was the staging of the bunk for the third time, and Tess felt it land in a third tone she did not have a word for.

It was not the reward tone of the first bunk night.

It was not the correction tone of the floor night.

It was — Tess understood, body before head — Mara taking her body to put Mara back in Mara's own.

She let her weight back against Mara's chest. She let her head settle into the place between Mara's collarbone and the cell wall. She put her hands on her own thighs, palms down, the mirror of Mara's hand from minutes earlier, and Mara's right hand came up to her throat and settled the weight there — not grip, never grip — and Mara's left hand went inside the waistband of her pants and lay flat there, palm down, the way Mara's other hand was flat on Tess's thigh in the same configuration the cell now seemed to want.

Mara did not edge her.

Mara did not say not yet.

Mara's fingers moved with the small careful certainty of someone who had been inside this body's vocabulary long enough to know exactly how it answered, and the answer was already there — Tess was wet against Mara's fingers from the second the throat-hand had settled. The slickness was a thing the cell, somehow, had built into her over the course of the afternoon, and the rhythm Mara found was the slow patient rhythm of putting a small precise tool exactly where the small precise tool needed to go.

Mara's mouth came to Tess's ear.

She did not speak. She breathed.

The heat went up the inside of Tess's thighs and pooled at the base of her belly the way it had pooled the first bunk night and the floor night, but it pooled now with a different sound — the small wet sound of Mara's hand against her was steadier, less wounded, the sound of a thing that was happening at the speed of the room rather than at the speed of one of them. Mara's thumb found her clit. Mara stayed there. Tess's hips wanted to lift; Tess's hips did not lift; Mara was not asking for that tonight.

She came at the end of a slow rising arc, no edge, no held breath at the top, just the small steady climb and the small steady break. Mara rode it down with her, kept the contact, did not lift the hand until Tess had finished breathing. The other hand, at her throat, stayed where it had been.

When Tess's breath came back, Mara's hand moved from her waistband and went up to the back of her neck. Two fingers and a thumb. Settled.

One beat.

Two beats.

Three beats.

Lifted.

The fourth beat did not come.

Tess registered the not-coming. She did not grieve it. The fourth beat was a thing Mara had now, a tool, and Mara had not chosen to use the tool tonight, and the not-choosing was itself an answer. Tonight was not the night for the chest-landing. Tonight was the night for the cell to be the cell again.

Tess turned slightly, and put her cheek against the front of Mara's shirt.

Mara let her.

After a while, Mara's hand came up the back of her head and stayed there. Mara's mouth was at her hair.

She said, low: I trained him.

Three words. Five syllables. She did not elaborate. Tess did not ask. Tess understood, with the same chest-click that had landed on the floor when the half-rule had been said the first time, that this was the small specific piece Mara had decided to give her tonight — not the answer to would run, not the answer to good housekeeping, not the answer to the last one — just this one piece, offered in the dark on Mara's terms.

Tess said: Okay.

Mara said: Okay.

✦ ✦ ✦

Up the ladder.

Tess climbed.

She lay on her back on the upper bunk with the concrete an inch from her face. Below her, Mara settled into the bunk in the small ordinary way Mara settled in. The breath that came up through the metal was not the sleeping breath. It was the awake breath, the resting breath, the breath Mara breathed when Mara had not yet decided to go to sleep and was not in any hurry to decide it.

Tess listened.

Down on the lower bunk, somewhere in the middle of the first hour after the lights went down, Mara shifted once. Just once. The small sound of her weight finding a new place on the thin mattress. Then she did not shift again.

The catwalk hummed.

Tess closed her eyes.


Chapter 7

Mara turned Tess by the shoulder at the bars.

Listen, she said.

Tess listened.

They'll ask you about yesterday. Bennett'll do the asking. You answer what's asked and you don't answer what isn't. If she asks how I am, you say steady. If she asks how you are, you tell her the truth — the small true thing, not the big true thing.

Tess heard the distinction. The small true thing. The big true thing. She did not ask Mara to define them. The definition was a thing she was meant to find by feel, the way she had found the half-rule by feel the night the cell door rolled shut on her withholding, the way she had found, on the wall yesterday, where to put her hands.

Yes, she said.

Mara closed two fingers and a thumb on the back of her neck. Held one beat. Lifted.

Go to shift, she said.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett was at her page.

How's Voss.

Steady.

Bennett nodded. The shift was the shift. There was no Markham today, there was no discrepancy today, and somewhere in the middle of the second hour, while Tess was restocking the cart, Bennett looked up from her page and said — even, ordinary — Dorsey will come for you mid-morning.

Tess stopped at the cart. She did not turn her head.

All right, she said.

Bennett went back to the page.

So Mara had heard it from Bennett before Tess had. Mara had walked Tess through the instruction at the bars knowing exactly who was coming and exactly when. Tess registered the architecture of it — Bennett to Mara to Tess — without being able, in the moment, to do anything useful with the registration. She put the last of the bandages on the cart.

✦ ✦ ✦

Dorsey came at ten twelve.

Not Holt. Tess noted the swap and did not comment on it. Dorsey was at the door of the infirmary with her hands at her sides and the small flat expression Dorsey wore when Dorsey was on the clock.

Calder. With me.

Tess set the cart against the wall and went with her.

The corridor was the D-Block corridor for the first stretch, the part Tess walked twice a day, and then Dorsey took the right at the second gate, the right Tess had not taken since intake, and the corridor became a corridor Tess did not own. The walls were the same painted block but the lighting was warmer. The floor changed from epoxy to linoleum at the gate. The air moved differently. There were name plates on the doors instead of cell numbers, and the plates were brass-colored, and one of them said INTAKE and one said RECORDS and one said COUNSELING.

Tess registered, walking past them, the small specific shift in her chest that was the absence of Mara — not grief, not anxiety, just the architectural fact that Mara was not in this hallway and the hallway knew it.

Dorsey stopped at the door that said COUNSELING.

She knocked once. She turned the handle. She held the door open for Tess and did not come through.

I'll be in the corridor, Dorsey said.

✦ ✦ ✦

The office was small.

Two chairs. A low table. A closed file folder on the table that Bennett did not open. The folder had Tess's last name on it in printed block letters and a band of orange across the corner that meant infirmary-detail eligible. Tess registered the orange band the way an inmate registered everything she had not been allowed to see before.

Bennett was in the chair on the far side of the table.

Sit down, Tess.

Tess sat.

The chair was upholstered. The chair had arms. Her hands wanted to go to her thighs the way her hands had gone to her thighs in the cell two nights ago, palms-down, the mirror she had built without instruction, but the chair had arms in the way and so her hands went to the chair arms instead. Palms down. The cell's vocabulary on office upholstery. She felt the transposition land in her shoulders. She let it.

Bennett watched the hands go.

She did not say anything about the hands.

This isn't about yesterday, Bennett said.

She let that sit a beat.

I want to be clear about that up front. There are forms that get triggered when there's a shakedown on a cell. This is one of them. The conversation is private. Nothing you say in here goes into your file unless I write it down in front of you and ask you to read it before I close it. The folder on the table is your file. I'm not going to open it.

Tess registered the care of the words. Bennett had chosen each one.

All right, Tess said.

She did not say okay. Okay was the cell. All right was the office. The distinction was made automatically, somewhere below the level of decision, by the same part of her that had put her hands on the chair arms instead of her thighs.

✦ ✦ ✦

How are you sleeping, Bennett said.

Tess thought about it.

Light, she said. Some nights better than others.

Bennett nodded. Did not write.

Are you eating.

Yes.

Bowel function normal.

Yes.

The intake-physical questions. The kind of questions Bennett had asked her the first week of the book at the infirmary intake desk. Tess understood Bennett was starting on safe ground on purpose and she let the safe ground be safe.

How are you finding the infirmary detail.

The question moved one step toward the room it wanted to be in.

I like it, Tess said. She paused, and then because honesty at the small scale was the spine of the morning, she added — I like the work. I like the order of it.

And me?

Tess almost smiled. You're fine.

The corner of Bennett's mouth lifted one millimeter. Generous of you.

A small bridge built between the two chairs. Tess felt it. She also felt the cost of the bridge — that the next question was going to be a question worth the bridge.

✦ ✦ ✦

What's it like for you, being in the cell with Mara Voss.

It landed the way a hand landed on a table, palm-down, deliberate.

Tess did not let her hands move on the chair arms.

She thought it through in two flat steps without showing the thinking. The small true thing is that I am safer with her than I have ever been with anyone in this building. The big true thing is the rest of it. She gave the small true thing.

It's steady, she said. She's steady. The cell runs in a routine. I sleep better than I did before she was the cellmate I had.

All of which was true. None of which was the answer Bennett had asked for. Bennett took it. Bennett did not press.

Bennett pivoted.

I noticed something yesterday.

A pause.

You answered the count without looking at her once.

Tess waited.

That was deliberate, on your part. I'd like to ask why.

Tess heard the underline of on your part. Bennett had read the not-looking as Tess's choice rather than Mara's instruction. Bennett had been on the tier at count. Bennett had been watching them from a place Tess had not clocked, which meant Bennett's watching was older than yesterday — yesterday was the day Bennett had let Tess see her watching.

It wasn't deliberate, exactly, Tess said. Slow. Truthful at the small scale. She wasn't looking at me either. We were doing what we were doing.

Doing what we were doing. It was the closest Tess would come on-page to naming the thing the count had been doing. Bennett took the phrase the way Bennett had taken the fine. Did not press. Did not write.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett's eyes moved from Tess's face to the folder on the table and back.

Tess.

The use of the first name was deliberate. Bennett had been using it intermittently. This time the use was placed.

And I'm going to ask you this as gently as I know how.

Pause.

Do you feel that you have agency in the relationship with Mara Voss.

The word agency landed in the office.

It was, Tess registered, the word the file would use. It was the word Bennett's training had taught her to use. It was the word the form on the desk in the next room over had pre-printed at the head of a column Tess would never see. It was not Bennett's private word. It was a word Bennett was offering Tess as a frame, and the frame was the question's actual hook: can you say stop.

Tess thought of the floor of the cell two nights ago, where her knees had folded her down without instruction. She thought of the way Mara had not pressed the second time when Tess had said that's all. She thought of the way the half-rule had been said as a sentence and not announced as a rule. She thought of Mara's hand briefly closing around her wrist after the shakedown — not a hold, a touch. She thought of up the ladder the night after Kendra, and of how the privilege of the lower bunk had been visible to her precisely because it had been withdrawn for a night.

Yes, she said.

A pause. She let the yes stand for one breath. Then she gave Bennett the second sentence, slowly, the way she would have given Mara a thing she had decided to give cleanly.

I know what stop means and so does she.

Bennett's eyes were on her. Bennett nodded once. The nod was small. The nod was the kind of nod that meant received.

Bennett did not write.

✦ ✦ ✦

One more, Bennett said.

All right.

Has there been pressure, since the captain arrived, that you would describe as different from what you experienced before he arrived.

The careful word was pressure. The careful word was the captain. The careful word was different. Bennett had taken Evans's title and made it generic, the way an interviewer made a specific name generic to give the interviewee room to step into the generic if she wanted to. Tess did not step into the generic. She stepped to the side of it.

Kendra Pike walked with me in the yard four days ago, she said.

Bennett's pen still did not move. But her shoulders did — a small specific straightening that meant Bennett had not expected to be given Kendra. Tess had brought a piece of D-Block geography to an off-block officer and put it on the table between them, and Bennett had not been ready for it and was now ready for it.

Did Pike threaten you, Bennett said.

She made me uncomfortable.

Did you tell Voss.

There it was. The shape of the trap was clean and bright. The truthful answer was not all of it. The Mara-protective answer was yes. Tess found the smallest true sentence between them and gave it.

I told her Pike spoke to me. We talked about it.

Bennett held her eyes for a beat. She did not write.

All right, Bennett said.

✦ ✦ ✦

She closed the folder she had never opened.

Thank you, Tess. I'm going to ask Dorsey to walk you back.

She stood. Tess stood. Bennett did not put out a hand for a shake. Bennett held her hand open at her side for a second and then dropped it — a small gesture that meant the door is over there, you'll do it on your own. Tess walked to the door.

At the door she put her hand on the handle.

Bennett, behind her, did not look up from the folder. Bennett said, in the same even voice she had asked the agency question in:

You said Voss like a colleague, not like a cellmate. I noticed that, too.

Tess's hand did not tighten on the handle. She did not turn her head. She did not give Bennett a back to read. She opened the door and walked through.

✦ ✦ ✦

Dorsey was in the corridor.

She straightened off the wall, did not say anything, fell in beside Tess. The walk back took the corridors in reverse. The lights cooled at the gate from warm down to D-Block fluorescent. The floor returned to epoxy. The doors stopped having name plates.

Halfway down the admin corridor, before they hit the gate, Dorsey said — not warm, not unwarm, just a sentence delivered in the corridor:

You did all right in there.

Tess did not answer.

Dorsey did not need her to.

The gate clanged through. They were back on the D-Block side. The hallway knew Mara again.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara was on the lower bunk reading.

She did not look up at the cell door rolling shut. She turned a page. She let Tess come in. She let the door close. She kept her hand on the book and her eyes on the page until Tess had sat down on the lower bunk beside her, four inches from her left thigh, hands palms-down on her own thighs.

Then Mara closed the book.

She set it on the small shelf. She did not ask how did it go. She waited.

Tess gave her the report in three sentences.

She asked me about sleeping. She asked me about the cell. She asked about Pike. I told her Pike walked with me in the yard. I didn't tell her the rest of it.

Mara nodded. Good.

She asked if I had agency.

Mara held still.

I told her I knew what stop meant. I told her you did too.

The half-second pause that followed was the half-second of Mara taking the sentence into the place she put sentences. The half-second was a length Tess had now learned to read.

Good, Mara said.

The word landed at the chest. Tess had been waiting for it without knowing she had been waiting for it. She felt it land. She did not name it. She gave Mara the last piece.

She said I called you Voss at one point. Like a colleague, not like a cellmate. She said she noticed.

Mara was still for a beat.

The stillness was not the stillness of the wall on the shakedown morning. The stillness was a different stillness, smaller, more interior, the stillness of a person who had heard a word land in a place she had not been ready to have a word land. Then she nodded.

Good, she said again. Quieter this time.

Okay, Tess said.

Mara put her hand on the back of Tess's neck. Settled. Two fingers and a thumb at the base of her skull. One beat. Two beats. Three beats. The warning length. Then she held a fourth beat.

The fourth beat landed at Tess's chest where it had landed before. Tess closed her eyes.

The hand lifted on four.

Mara did not say anything else.

✦ ✦ ✦

Lights-out.

Tess up the ladder. The concrete an inch from her face. The catwalk hum at the regular pitch. Below her, Mara settling.

The breath that came up through the metal was the sleeping breath.

It came inside the first hour. Tess registered the early arrival the way she had registered the orange band on the folder — a thing she had not been allowed to see before, given to her without ceremony, asking only that she not comment on it. Mara had let herself rest. Mara was sleeping the way Mara had slept on the easy nights before the captain had arrived, and the easy night had been earned, somehow, by a chair without thighs and a word in a doorway and I know what stop means and so does she.

Tess listened to her sleep.

She lay in the dark with the catwalk humming and Mara's smell still on her wrist and her hand on her own chest, palm-down, and listened to a woman she had given an answer for, off-block, sleep through the first hour of the night.


Chapter 8

The day did not pretend to matter.

The ritual happened. The shift happened. Bennett was at her page. The intake count was clean. The cart ran its rounds. Tess registered, somewhere in the back of the hours, that Mara had been quieter than she usually was when something was coming — not the loud quiet of the day before the shakedown, the other quiet, the quiet of a woman who had made a decision and was now spending the day inside the decision.

At count, Dorsey called the numbers, and Mara, when the line broke, waited at the corner of the catwalk and fell in beside Tess on the right. They walked back to the cell together for the first time in two days. They did not speak. They did not need to.

The cell door rolled shut.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara stood with her back to the bars.

She did not turn around immediately. Tess waited at the foot of the bunks the way Tess had learned to wait at the foot of the bunks. Mara's shoulders were the set of her shoulders. The set of her shoulders was a thing Tess had been reading for nineteen months.

When she turned, her face was the face Tess had not seen in nineteen months.

It was not the wall face from the morning of the shakedown. It was not the dayroom face. It was not the face Mara wore at count or at the bars or at the sink. It was the face under all of those faces, and Tess understood, looking at it, that Mara had been carrying it under all the other faces this whole time, and that the carrying had a weight, and that the weight was the reason Mara had been Mara for nineteen months.

Sit on the bunk, Mara said. With me.

She sat down against the wall. Tess sat down beside her, four inches from her left thigh. Close. Not touching.

Mara closed two fingers and a thumb on the back of Tess's neck.

She settled the weight there.

One beat.

Two beats.

Three beats.

Four beats.

Lifted on four.

The fourth beat was permission. Tess felt it land in her without knowing yet what it was permission to do. Mara's hand went back to her own thigh, palms-down, the same configuration Mara's hand had been in the evening of the shakedown. Tess's hands found her own thighs in the same shape without instruction.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara did not look at her when she began.

I'm going to tell you the rest of it tonight, she said. The dayroom. The yard. Markham. The captain. The last one. All of it. Then I'm going to show you something I brought in, and I'm going to ask you to choose what we do with it. You don't have to choose tonight. You don't have to choose ever. I want to be clear about that before I start.

Tess found the office word.

All right, she said.

It surprised her hearing it leave her mouth in the cell. The chair-arm word, here, with no chair arms. Mara registered the choice without commenting on it. Mara understood, Tess thought, why the cell needed the office register for this part.

✦ ✦ ✦

I was the senior CO on D-Block for six years, Mara said.

Her voice was low. Even. The voice she had used at the bars the morning of the shakedown. No self-pity. No rhetorical preparation.

Marcus Evans was my partner. We were —

A pause. Half a beat.

— what your Dr. Bennett would call colleagues.

Tess's chest did the small thing it did when a word landed in a place she had not given the word permission to land. The word from yesterday at the door, dropped into Mara's voice. Bennett had used it knowing what it meant. Mara was using it knowing Bennett knew. Tess registered the round trip and did not say anything about it.

He was good at the job, Mara said. So was I. We were the same kind of good at it. That's how it started.

She let that sit. Then she went on.

We ran the night shift together for three years. We trained together. We ran the intake together. We knew the building the way two people know a building when they're the two people the building is being run by. Marcus was — is — the better politician. I was the better operator. He saw the architecture in the building and I saw the architecture in the bodies. Between us we saw all of it.

✦ ✦ ✦

There was a route, she said. Marcus and I designed it together. The pharmaceutical side ran through the storeroom and the cleaning rotations. The architecture was mine. We ran it for two years before anyone in the building knew enough to start asking. I'm telling you the verb tense matters.

Tess registered the present tense before Mara named it.

He uses would run because in his mind the architecture is still mine, Mara said. He's right about that. The architecture is still mine. He's running it again — with Markham doing what I used to do.

A pause.

That's what the eight-days-early metformin was. That's what the four-pill short count on Lorazepam was. That's what Rhea Markham's smile at you was.

Tess's hands stayed on her thighs.

She felt the small chest-click that had landed in this cell three times now — the lock finding its tumblers. The four-pill gap she had logged on her first day back on infirmary. The bottle Markham had slid into her front pocket without looking at it. The smile. All of those small pieces of paper that had been sitting unfiled in her head for a week were filing themselves now while Mara spoke.

I trained him, Mara said. Marcus. Holt. Half the officers who work this side of the building still answer to vocabulary I built. The protocols still work for the person who designed them, and they still work for the people who learned them from her. That's why he's here. He's not investigating a contraband ring. He's checking whether the architecture is intact. He found out two months ago that someone had started running the route again, and he came back to see if I had started it again from inside.

A pause.

I had not.

A pause.

Markham started it. Whether Marcus knew or didn't know when he authorized the assignment isn't a question I have a clean answer to.

✦ ✦ ✦

She did not change pitch.

Her name was Lila Marsh.

Tess heard the name. She put it where she put names she would keep. She did not turn her head.

She was an inmate, Mara said. She came in on a six-month sentence and she stayed on D-Block for the last eleven weeks of it. She was —

The smallest break in the voice. Half a beat. Tess heard it. Mara did not pretend she had not made it.

— younger than you. She trusted me. I let her trust me. I used her access to the pharmacy storeroom during her cleaning rotations to move what we were moving. I told her it was nothing. She believed me because I said it.

A long pause.

Two weeks before her parole hearing she got caught with a bottle of the wrong color in her cleaning cart. She took the charge. I let her take it. She had another nineteen months added to her sentence and I had —

Another half-beat break.

— nothing. Nothing happened to me until the investigation eight months later, and when it did happen I took the fall alone for the version of it that Marcus and I had already agreed I would take it for. Lila is still here. She's in B-Block. We don't speak. I haven't spoken to her in four years.

She let that sit a full ten seconds.

Then she said, with no movement in her voice:

That's the last one Kendra meant. That's who she was telling you to ask about.

A pause.

Now you know.

✦ ✦ ✦

Tess did not say I'm sorry.

Tess understood, with her hands flat on her thighs and her eyes on the cell wall opposite the bunks, that Mara had not given her any of this to be answered with I'm sorry. Mara had brought her the thing the way Mara had told Tess to bring her things — fully, in the shape it actually was, without softening the shape. The bringing was the whole gesture. Mara was now waiting to see what shape Tess would put on it. The rule from the night Tess had withheld the last one line, said in reverse.

Tess found her sentence.

Okay, she said.

The cell word. Not it's okay. Just okay. Receipt, not absolution.

Mara closed her hand briefly around Tess's wrist.

The wrist closure that had been the half-acknowledgement of the bringing all the way through this book — Tess offering, Mara receiving — was passing in the other direction tonight. Mara was acknowledging that Tess had received it. The closure was one beat. It lifted.

✦ ✦ ✦

For a while Mara did not say anything.

Tess did not break the silence. The silence was the cell adjusting to the new shape of the things it now contained. Outside, the corridor lights buzzed at their pitch. Somewhere down the tier a woman coughed once — the dry once, the cough that had begun to feel like its own punctuation in the cell's nightly grammar — and Mara, after the cough, let out one breath that was a little longer than the breath before it.

There's one more thing, she said.

Tess waited.

I brought something in. After yesterday. The route still works for the person who designed it.

She stood.

She crossed the two paces to the lower-bunk frame. She put her fingers on the lower-right joint — the joint Holt's hand had passed through yesterday, the joint that had been empty when Holt's hand had passed through it — and she worked the connection with the small specific competence of someone who knew exactly how the joint had been made. The metal gave. From inside the hollow tube she pulled a small soft-cloth bundle, no larger than a folded shirt.

She brought it back to the bunk.

She set it on the mattress between them.

She did not unwrap it yet.

You don't have to look, she said. You don't have to choose.

She opened it.

✦ ✦ ✦

It was a simple silicone cock with a harness folded around it.

Black. Not large. The straps of the harness were dark webbing — not prison-issue, not contraband-flashy, just a thing a body could put on. Tess looked at it. She did not, in the moment, know what her face was doing. She did not try to make her face do anything specific. She let her face be the face it was.

Mara did not move.

I brought this in, Mara said, because I wanted you to have the option. The option is yours. We can use it tonight. We can put it back inside the frame and never touch it again. We can put it back inside the frame and use it some other night when you want it. You tell me which.

Tess thought about it.

She thought about Lila Marsh, somewhere in B-Block, sleeping or not sleeping in a bunk Tess would never see. She thought about whether what she was about to choose was a thing she would still choose if Lila were in the cell beside them, listening. She thought about whether the way Mara had handed her the choice tonight was a different way of handing a choice than the way Mara had handed Lila it's nothing, and she decided — body before head, the way she had decided the morning after Kendra and the night of the floor — that what was between her and Mara was not the same room as what had been between Mara and Lila, and that the difference was, in fact, the proof.

The proof was the handing.

She said the word she had.

Tonight.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara nodded once.

All right.

She picked up the bundle. She stood. She undid the small leather buckles on the harness with the small steady competence of someone who had worn one before, on the other side of a wall, in a different life — one phrase of unspoken context lodged in the way her fingers moved on the buckles, no more. She stepped out of her pants and her underwear and set them folded on the small shelf above the sink. The cell was warm enough that she did not need them.

She put the harness on.

She did the work and she did not turn the work into a show. She buckled the waist strap, adjusted the leg straps, settled the base of it against the front of her body in the place where it needed to sit. Then she looked back at Tess.

Come here, she said.

Tess crossed.

✦ ✦ ✦

Up.

Tess put her hand on Mara's shoulder for balance and lifted her own knee up onto the bunk and lowered herself down to straddle Mara's hips. The shape of it was between them. She felt it against the inside of her own thigh through her pants. Mara had not yet touched her below the waist.

Look at me.

Tess looked.

Mara's hand came up to the back of Tess's neck. Two fingers and a thumb. Settled. One beat. Two. Three. Four. Lifted on four. Tess felt the second permission of the night land in her — permission to be where she now was, doing what she was about to do.

Mara's hands moved to Tess's hips.

She let Tess feel it against her, through the cloth, for a long beat. Then she said, low:

You're going to ask me for it. When you're ready. Not before.

Okay, Tess said.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara took her time.

She brought her right hand up and settled it on Tess's throat — weight, not grip, the same configuration of contact the cell had been using since the morning of the shakedown — and she brought her left hand down between them and opened the front of Tess's pants and worked her fingers in beneath the waistband. Tess was already wet. Mara registered it without commenting on it. The wetness was, by now, the cell's vocabulary for itself — a slick that came up when the staging found its place.

Two fingers at her clit. Slow. The same slow careful certainty as every previous heat between them — the cell's established hand. Tess's breath broke. Her hands found Mara's shoulders. Mara let her.

The fingers slid back. Found her. Eased in. Two fingers, slow. The opening of her felt like the cell's familiar opening — Mara had been inside her vocabulary for weeks now, and she was now inside her body in the second register.

Good, Mara said, low at her ear.

Tess made a sound.

Mara worked her open with the patience of a person who had decided exactly how this body was going to take what it was about to take. The touch came and went, layered against the fingers, intermittent on purpose. Tess felt herself climb. Felt Mara hold her at the climb, and not edge her this time, just hold her — the climb continuing at the speed of Mara's hand. Tess's hips wanted to move. Tess's hips did not move. The asking had not happened yet.

The fingers came out.

Mara guided Tess's pants down off her hips. Tess shifted to let them go. Mara did not take them all the way off — they pooled at one knee, half-down, the small institutional efficiency of staging that did not require full undressing. Tess registered the efficiency the way she had registered everything else tonight: without comment.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara took it in her hand — the new shape, the new thing that was now part of the cell's vocabulary — and guided the tip against Tess. Tess felt it. The shape was new. The slickness was the slickness her own body had made. Mara held the tip there. Did not push.

Now, she said, soft.

Tess understood.

The asking word came up in her chest before it came up in her mouth. She tried it. It came out as half a sound — the word please with nothing attached to it.

Mara stilled it in her hand. Did not move it. Said — quiet, even, the third use of the phrase against Tess's mouth — Ask properly.

Tess swallowed once.

She tried again. The first time she tried to say the new word it stuck in her mouth — the word did not yet fit the cell's air. She felt the shape of it on her tongue and the shape did not match the cell. She got it out. Slow. One syllable at a time.

Please, she said. Your cock. I want — I want it.

Mara said: Good.

The reclaimed word, returned to her at the moment she had earned it back.

Mara guided her down.

✦ ✦ ✦

Slow.

Tess felt the cock open her — the resistance, the give, the small wet sound her own body made as it took the shape — and she lowered herself onto it by Mara's hands at her hips. Mara watched her face the whole time. Mara did not rush. Mara stopped twice on the way down to let Tess's body find the new shape. By the time Tess was seated on it fully, her hands had gone from Mara's shoulders to Mara's collarbones, and she was breathing the open shaky breath of a body that had taken a thing it had not taken in this cell before.

Mara's hand was still at her throat. The weight was the weight. The grip was no grip.

Look at me, Mara said.

Tess looked.

That's it, Mara said, low. That's my cunt now. You ride it.

The word landed in the cell.

Tess heard it land. She heard Mara take a word that had belonged to the building's vocabulary for nineteen months — the word in the dayroom and the showers and the catwalk arguments — and put it inside this cell's vocabulary, on Mara's own terms, in Mara's mouth, about Tess. She felt the claim of it land at her chest and lower. Her hips moved.

That's it.

Tess rode.

✦ ✦ ✦

It was the cadence of the cell, in a new register.

Slow at first. Mara's hands at her hips, guiding, not directing. The thumb returning intermittently — pressed against her, found and lifted and found again on the rhythm Mara wanted. The throat-hold steady. Tess's breath shortening. The small wet sound her own body made around it. The hum of the catwalk above them. The whole cell breathing through the staging the way the whole cell had been breathing through every staging this book had asked for.

Yes, Mara said, low. Good. Just like that.

Tess felt the climb come up. She let her head go back. Her shoulders gave. The grip of Mara's hand on her throat stayed weight, not grip, and the new shape was now a thing she could feel from the base of her belly to the back of her thighs. The clit-touch came one more time and stayed this time, the thumb steady against her while the new shape moved inside her, and the doubled sensation was the thing that took her up the last of the climb.

Now, Mara said.

Tess came.

It went through her at the speed of every other orgasm the cell had asked her to have, and it went deeper, because the new shape was where it was and the doubled feeling was a feeling the cell had not built before. Her hands clamped on Mara's collarbones. She made a sound she did not catch. Mara rode it down with her — kept the thumb steady, kept the throat-hold steady, kept her hips still under Tess's so it stayed where it was — until Tess was breathing in the broken shape on the other side of it.

Mara waited until Tess was breathing.

✦ ✦ ✦

Then she lifted Tess off slowly.

She set her on the bunk beside her. She did not rush the after. She put a hand on the back of Tess's neck briefly — three beats, regular, the regular vocabulary, not yet the close — and lifted.

She undid the harness. She took it off. She wrapped it back into the soft cloth. She did the work in the same shape she had done the putting-on, without ceremony. She stood. She crossed the cell to the lower-bunk frame. She replaced the soft-cloth bundle inside the hollow tube. She set the joint back into its connection. The bundle was now a fact of the cell that could be brought out again. The contraband had not been consumed by the use.

She came back to the bunk. She sat down beside Tess.

She put her hand on the back of Tess's neck.

One beat.

Two beats.

Three beats.

Four beats.

Lifted on four.

The second four-beat of the night. The closing one. Permission to be done.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara did not say anything for a while.

Tess did not either.

The cell took the shape of the after the way the cell had taken the shape of every after between them. Tess's breath came back to itself. Mara, beside her, was warm. Mara's hand on her own thigh was not shaking. Mara's hand was not even closed — palm-down, flat, the same configuration the hand had been in earlier tonight, when this had still been a confession and not yet a use.

After a while Mara turned her face slightly. Not all the way. Just enough to put her mouth at Tess's hair. She did not kiss her there. She breathed once at Tess's hair, the way someone breathed at a thing she was claiming the small private way, and Tess felt the breath at her scalp and closed her eyes for a beat.

After a long time Mara said, quiet: Up the ladder.

Tess climbed.

She lay on her back on the upper bunk with the concrete an inch from her face. Below her, Mara settled into the bunk in the small sounds Mara made when settling. The breath that came up through the metal was not the sleeping breath. It was the awake-and-resting breath, but a different shape of awake-and-resting than the awake-and-resting Mara had been the night Tess had withheld — this awake was the awake of a woman who had spent something tonight that needed being awake for a while afterward.

Tess knew two things she had not known at the start of the day.

She knew Lila Marsh's name.

She knew the shape of the cock that was now folded back inside the lower-right joint of the bunk frame.

The catwalk hummed. Somewhere down the tier the woman coughed the dry once. Mara breathed her awake breath. Tess lay in the dark with her hand on her own chest, palm-down, and listened to a woman who had told her the two things, awake on the other side of having told them.


Chapter 9

Mara woke her with the usual instructions, in the usual order, in the usual register, except that the register had a small extra care to it that Tess registered the way she registered the weight in a familiar bag the morning after someone she loved had been carrying it. Down. Sink. Eyes here. Tess came down the ladder slowly. Sank. Looked. Mara's hand on the back of her neck — two fingers and a thumb — settled, lifted on three. The ritual restored.

The cell at six in the morning held the same shape it always held. Concrete, oxidized metal, the catwalk hum starting up two tiers above them, the smell of the corridor's institutional bleach turning over for first shift. Neither of them said anything about the night before. The not-saying was the work of the morning. Tess understood that the way she understood the bunk geometry.

At the bars, before shift, Mara said: "Today you watch the intake count twice."

Not be careful. Not they're coming for you. Just the working instruction, given in the same flat voice Mara used for You watch the room before you watch the work. Tess heard the underline. She nodded once. Mara's hand brushed her forearm — not a hold, a touch — and dropped.

"Steady," Mara said.

"Steady," Tess answered.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett was at the dispensary when Tess walked in. The morning ritual ran its restored shape: How's Voss. / Steady. Bennett took the response without looking up from her notebook and turned a page. Tess put her bag down at her station and pulled on her gloves.

Something was different about Bennett's hands.

Tess watched her, while pretending not to, for thirty seconds. Bennett was counting the dispensary cabinet. The counting was the same; the speed was not. Bennett's fingers were moving along the rows of bottles a half-step slower than they had moved a week ago. The pause between each pickup and putback was a quarter-beat longer. Bennett was doing the count as though the count had become a thing she needed to remember she had done correctly.

"The dispensary log was reviewed in admin this morning," Bennett said, without turning around, without inflection.

Tess did not answer. She did not need to.

Bennett closed the cabinet. Turned. Looked at Tess for the first time that morning. The look was the ordinary look. I see you. Get to work. Bennett's eyes went back to her notebook. Tess went to work.

She did the intake count twice, the way Mara had told her to. She cross-referenced her side sheet against the dispensary log line by line. Every bottle was in the place the log said it should be in. Every count reconciled. The numbers were right. The bottles were right. By a quarter to nine she had finished the second pass and signed her name at the bottom of her sheet and put the sheet in the tray. Bennett came past, picked it up, glanced at it, signed under Tess's name, put it down. Nothing on her face.

Tess felt, for a moment, the small calm of a thing done right. She let herself feel it for the count of two breaths. Then she put it away. She had been in the building long enough to know that the calm of a clean count in the morning was not a thing to hold onto.

She had no idea, while she put it away, that the putting-away was already too late.

✦ ✦ ✦

At ten-fourteen Rhea Markham came through the infirmary door.

She did not have an appointment. She did not say good morning. Her hands stayed visible. She had a folded sheet of paper in her right hand. Her left hand was empty. Her smile was the same smile Tess had taken across the counter from her months ago at intake — the smile that was a piece of architecture and not a piece of feeling.

"I came to drop off a script transfer for Kendra Pike," she said. "She said you'd have it on file."

Tess took the sheet. Read the top line. Pike, K. — transfer of script from Internal Medicine to Infirmary detail, signed Dr. T. Bennett, 14 days ago. The transfer was real. Tess walked the three steps to the file cabinet behind her station. Pulled Pike's folder. Confirmed that Bennett had in fact authorized the transfer two weeks ago and that the route was through Tess's intake processing. Routine. The sheet Rhea had brought was the institution's actual paperwork following the institution's actual sequence.

Tess turned back.

Rhea was at the counter. Both hands now visible again. The smile unchanged. There was an open bottle of diazepam five-milligram tablets sitting between them on the counter — Tess had been using it to count out a noon-dose for Mrs. Acosta in B-Block and had stepped away from it for the three seconds it had taken to walk to the file cabinet. The bottle was where Tess had left it. The cap was off. The cap was beside it.

Tess clocked the bottle for one second. Looked at Rhea. Rhea's hands were on the counter, six inches from the bottle. Her left thumb was tapping the laminate once. Twice. Not a tell — a deliberately visible tic, the kind of thing a card player did when she wanted you to look at her left hand.

"Looks good," Tess said about the transfer. "I'll put it in your block's tray."

"Thanks, hon." Rhea straightened. Picked her own paperwork up off the counter — Tess had not realized Rhea had set anything else down on the counter; Rhea was now holding two sheets where she had walked in holding one — and turned toward the door. At the door she paused. Did not look back. Said it to the room: "Take care of yourself, honey."

The word landed at Tess's chest.

She had heard it from Rhea once before. She had heard it from Kendra on the yard. She had been told, in the cell that night, that the smile had filed her. She had been told, again, last night, that the cell had a vocabulary now and that what she heard in the building had to come home and live inside the cell's vocabulary before she decided what shape to put on it.

She did not, in the moment, flag the word. She was concentrating on the file. She put Rhea's transfer in Pike's folder. She closed the folder. She turned back to the counter and finished counting Mrs. Acosta's noon dose into a paper cup. She put the cap back on the diazepam bottle. She put the bottle back on the shelf. She wrote the dose into the side sheet. She moved on to the next file.

She did not notice — because there was nothing to notice — that the bottle she had just put back on the shelf weighed a little less than it had weighed twenty minutes before.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett did the eleven o'clock count at exactly eleven.

Tess heard her open the dispensary cabinet. Heard her pull the diazepam bottle. Heard the small clatter of the tablets going into the counting tray. Heard the pause.

Heard Bennett run the count a second time.

Heard the pause again.

Bennett closed the bottle. Closed the cabinet. Did not say anything for a long beat. Then said, quietly: "Tess."

The first-name use was the same warmth it always had. The eye contact, when Tess looked up, was not.

"Walk me through your morning," Bennett said.

Tess put her pen down. Did not stand up. Bennett was standing already; Bennett did not require it. Tess walked her through it. The supply run before opening. The intake count, twice. The Pike transfer Markham had brought at ten-fourteen. The Acosta noon dose. The chart filing she had been about to start when Bennett opened the cabinet.

She did not editorialize. She did not soften. She told it.

When she finished Bennett asked: "Did anyone handle the diazepam bottle between count and now."

Tess thought.

She had stepped away from the bottle for three seconds. Rhea had been at the counter. Rhea's hands had been visible — but visible was not the same thing as accounted for, and Tess had been in the building long enough to know the difference.

"Markham was at the counter for about ten seconds when she dropped the Pike transfer," Tess said. "The bottle was on the counter. Open. I don't know if she touched it."

The honest answer.

Bennett nodded once. Said: "All right."

She turned to her desk. Pulled a drawer. Took out a manila folder. Set it on the counter between them. The orange band across the corner was the same orange band Tess had been allowed to see with her own name on it the day Bennett had told her I'm not going to open it.

"This isn't formal," Bennett said. "I'm going to make a note about the morning. You're going to read it before I close the file."

She uncapped her pen. Opened the folder.

The first thing Tess saw — because Bennett had opened it that way on purpose, because Bennett had been deliberate about every piece of choreography in the room with Tess since the morning of the inverted ritual — was a piece of paper Tess had not seen before, dated three weeks ago, which read across the top Infirmary Detail Performance Note and beneath it three handwritten lines in Bennett's hand: T. Calder, infirmary detail. Cross-reference accuracy: 100%. Reporting on discrepancies: consistent, immediate. Recommendation: continue assignment.

The paper had been in her file for three weeks.

Tess registered it. Did not say anything. Bennett turned to a clean sheet underneath it and began to write.

She wrote slowly, in the same handwriting, the same flat institutional sentences:

0945–1014 dispensary intake count reconciled by infirmary detail T. Calder. Both passes signed and countersigned. 1014 R. Markham presented script transfer for K. Pike. 1100 second dispensary count shows diazepam 5mg three-pill discrepancy. No procedural error by infirmary detail T. Calder. Detail did not report or attempt to conceal discrepancy at time of second count. R. Markham access window noted.

Bennett turned the folder so Tess could read it. "Read it."

Tess read it. The sentence about her — No procedural error by infirmary detail T. Calder — sat in her chest the way the I'm not going to open it line had sat in her chest the morning of the interview. Bennett was creating a piece of paper that protected her. Bennett was creating it in front of her on purpose.

Tess did not say so. She read the sentence twice and lifted her eyes.

Bennett closed the folder. Put it back in the drawer.

"Back to work, Tess."

Tess went back to work. Her hands knew how. Her head was somewhere else.

✦ ✦ ✦

At eleven-forty Bennett came past her station and said, without looking at her, "I'm going to have you on chart filing for the rest of the shift."

Tess understood. She said: "All right."

She filed for the rest of the morning and through the afternoon. Bennett did not speak to her again. The silence was the close of the morning's interview. Tess registered the grace.

✦ ✦ ✦

She walked the corridor back from the infirmary at four-fifteen with her hands at her sides and her eyes forward. The dayroom gates were open. She passed them in the second sweep of the four-fifteen movement, with three other inmates from medical, and she did not stop, and she did not slow, and she did not turn her head.

But she let her peripheral vision do what Mara had been training her peripheral vision to do for nineteen months.

Mara was at the card table. Mara's back was to the bars. Mara's right hand was flat on the laminate, palm down, not moving.

Kendra Pike was no longer at the card table.

Rhea Markham was in Kendra's chair.

Rhea was facing Mara across the table. Talking. Not turning her head. Her left thumb was tapping the laminate.

Mara was not answering. Mara's right hand had not moved from the table. The third stilled-hand that Tess had seen in this building, on this woman, since the morning of the whisper — the stillness was its own register and the register had a length to it now that Tess could hear without being inside the conversation.

Tess kept walking.

She did not stop. She did not slow. The four-fifteen movement carried her past the bars and into the catwalk corridor and the dayroom went behind her and the geometry stayed in her head the way a number stayed in her head after she had clocked it on a counter.

Kendra had given up her chair to Rhea.

The pecking order had been delivered to her in one image.

✦ ✦ ✦

Count was the count. Dorsey did the numbers. Tess at her line. Mara at her line. The walk back across the catwalk was not the walk back from the day before. Mara did not fall in beside Tess this time. Mara was one pace ahead and one pace to the right — the institutional carriage from the morning of the shakedown returned briefly. Tess understood without instruction. The catwalk had eyes on it. The cell had eyes on it from inside the dayroom. Mara was showing the building that nothing about the morning had moved her.

The cell door rolled shut.

Mara turned.

"Sit."

Tess sat on the lower bunk against the wall — the staging she had not chosen but Mara had clearly chosen for her tonight by the way she had been sitting beside her in the morning and by the geometry of the chair Mara had not pulled out from the wall. Mara sat beside her. Right hand on her own thigh, palm down, not shaking.

"Tell me what happened."

Tess told her.

She gave her the morning truly. The intake count twice. Bennett's hands slower than usual. The Markham visit at ten-fourteen. The diazepam open on the counter. The three-pill discrepancy at eleven. Bennett saying Tess. The folder with the orange band. The note in Bennett's hand. The performance sheet underneath it that had been in her file for three weeks. The afternoon on chart filing.

She paused.

She was about to leave the honey out of the report. She had not planned to leave it out. She had not, in the moment of going past the bars at four-fifteen, decided anything about it. The pause was the small mechanical pause of a body deciding what shape to put on a piece of information before the head had caught up to the deciding.

Mara read the pause.

Mara said it, low, even, the same cadence as Left side. and Eyes here. and every other three-syllable instruction the cell had built into the catwalk's air:

"Tell me first."

Tess felt the small click behind her sternum.

The click was the body recognizing a thing before the head had caught up to it. She had felt it once before — in the cell, on the floor, after the night she had withheld. The click was the same click. The rule had been a half-shape then. The rule was a full shape now. Tell me first. Three syllables. The cadence of the place.

She breathed in. Breathed out.

"She said honey," Tess said. "On the way out. Same way Kendra said it on the yard. I was — I was going to leave it out."

Mara nodded once. Her right hand came briefly to Tess's wrist. Closed. Held one beat. Lifted.

"Good," Mara said.

The wrist closure had passed from Mara to Tess for the second time in two days — first as receipt last night, now as acknowledgement that what Tess had nearly withheld was no longer being withheld. The closure was the cell's vocabulary now. Tess felt it through the skin of her wrist and through the small steady warmth of the place behind her sternum where the click had landed.

Mara said, then, without changing her tone: "Markham sat down with me on the way back from your detail."

"I saw."

"She offered me a piece of the route. I refused. She'll offer again — probably through Pike, probably at the yard, probably when there are more people in the room. You're going to be the angle she uses, because I'm the architecture she wants and you're the access she has to me. The next time someone says anything to you — Markham, Pike, anyone else — you bring it to me before you decide what shape to put on it. Including the honeys. Especially the honeys."

"All right."

Mara nodded once.

She did not say anything for a beat. Then she lifted her left hand, set it on the back of Tess's neck — two fingers and a thumb, weight not grip — and let it sit there a long moment without moving.

"Come here," Mara said, quietly. "Sit against me."

Tess moved. She shifted so her back was against Mara's chest, between Mara's open knees on the lower bunk — the configuration the cell had built weeks ago and had been carrying as staging vocabulary ever since. Mara's right arm came around her ribs. Mara's left hand stayed at her throat — weight, not grip.

"Eyes here," Mara said.

Tess turned her face slightly. Looked up at Mara. Mara's face was the working face, not the confession face. Tess held the eye contact. Mara's right hand opened the front of Tess's pants without looking down. Slipped inside. Found her. Tess was already slick — she had been slick since the wrist closure, possibly since Tell me first. — and Mara registered it with the small steady acknowledgement of a hand that had been training this body to be exactly that since the morning of the shakedown. Two fingers at her clit. Slow.

The scene did not edge her. The scene did not stop. The scene held one tempo for the time it took Tess's breath to break twice and find its way back to itself. Mara's hand at her throat stayed weight, not grip. Tess's eyes did not leave Mara's face. When the climb came, it came in the small steady break that Mara had been training her body to spend itself in since the second week of the cell. Mara said, once: "Now." Tess came. The orgasm rode through, no cut, the wet sound her body made small inside the cabinet of her own waistband, no carry past the bars.

Mara held her against her chest for a beat after. Brought her hand out. Did not wipe it on anything. Let Tess feel the slickness of her own body on Mara's fingers as Mara closed them once around Tess's hip. Then the touch-claim — two fingers and a thumb at the base of Tess's skull. Settled. One beat. Two. Three. Lifted on three.

Not the fourth beat. The fourth beat was last night. Tonight was the working beat. Tess felt the discipline of it as a kind of grace.

Mara said, into her hair, low: "This is going to get worse for a few days. You stay where I put you. You bring me what comes to you. We hold the line."

"Okay," Tess said.

✦ ✦ ✦

She lay against Mara for a long quiet beat after. Her ear was against Mara's sternum. Mara's heartbeat was the steady working heartbeat. Tess's eye, half-closed, fell along the line of the bunk frame to the lower-right corner where she could see, in the room's evening light, the small darker seam of the joint that had been opened twice in two days — first by Holt's gloved hand and then by Mara's bare one — and was now closed again with the cell's only piece of physical contraband sitting on the other side of the metal. The bundle was in there. The cell knew it. She knew it. Mara, whose right arm was still around her ribs, knew that she knew it. Nobody said anything about it. The not-saying was itself a piece of the night's shape.

After a long time Mara said: "Up the ladder."

Tess climbed. Concrete an inch from her face. The mattress under her was the same mattress. The catwalk hum above was the same catwalk hum. Below her, Mara settled onto her own bunk. Mara's breath found the breath of the night before — the awake-and-resting breath, not the sleeping breath. Mara did not shift. Mara did not turn. The breath stayed at the length of a woman who was awake for a while because she had spent something for a while and the spending had not been undone by the day in between.

Tess listened.

She put her hand on her own chest, palm-down, the way she had been putting it the night before. She knew two things at the end of the day that she had not known at the start of it.

She knew that the rule had a name.

She knew that the diazepam bottle had been three pills lighter on a shelf with her name on the sheet next to it, and that the number was now a number that would not unlearn itself, the way Voss had not unlearned itself across the dayroom, the way Left side had not unlearned itself across the catwalk, the way every shape this building had taught her to recognize had not unlearned itself once she had been taught to see it.

She listened to Mara breathe.

She slept eventually.

Mara was still awake when she did.


Chapter 10

Mara woke her at six.

The ritual ran. Down. Sink. Eyes here. Tess came down the ladder slowly. Sank to her knees on the concrete in the four-inch space at the foot of the bunks. Looked up. Mara's hand on the back of her neck — two fingers and a thumb — settled, lifted on three.

Tess registered that Mara was running the ritual the way a person ran an instrument she was about to need.

The catwalk hum had not started yet. The corridor was at its second-shift quiet, the bleach turning over, the small institutional sounds two tiers up the way they always were at six in the morning. Mara stood. Tess stood. Mara walked to the bars at the front of the cell and put her hands on them and looked out at the corridor for a long beat without saying anything.

She turned. Looked at Tess.

"Today I want you to do your shift the way you do your shift on a day when nothing is happening," she said. "Bennett's grace. Your hands on the counter. The count. Lunch in the dayroom. If you're asked anything about me, steady. If you're asked anything about you, the small true thing. No more, no less."

Tess nodded once.

"If something happens and I'm not in the cell at lights-out, you go up the ladder anyway. You don't wait at the bars."

Tess took the instruction at her chest. Held it there a beat. Asked, low: "Are you expecting it."

"I'm expecting it from three different directions. I don't know which one will move first."

"All right."

The office word, in the cell, at six in the morning. Mara read the choice. Did not soften it. The office register was the register the day was going to be shaped in and Tess had been learning, across the months, when to use which.

Mara closed her hand around Tess's wrist for one beat. Lifted. The wrist closure passed in the direction it had been passing for two days. Received.

She crossed back to the bunk. Began the small steady morning's worth of putting the cell in the shape the day would find it in. Tess did the same on her side. Neither of them said anything else until count.

✦ ✦ ✦

At nine-forty-eight Yvette came through the infirmary corridor at a pace that was not Yvette's pace.

Yvette did not stop at the door. Yvette walked past with her face forward, the small institutional walk of a woman doing rounds, and said it low on the way past, into the space of the open door, like she was reading it off the wall:

"Captain wants Voss."

Tess did not turn her head.

Bennett, at her desk, had heard it. Bennett did not look up. Bennett's pen continued moving on her sheet for the count of five seconds. Then Bennett set the pen down, capped it, opened a drawer, and took out a sealed pharmacy envelope. She slid the drawer closed.

"Tess."

Tess looked up.

"Take this to D-Block."

Bennett held the envelope out without looking at her. Tess crossed the three paces, took the envelope, did not look at the front of it, did not feel the weight of it (the envelope had no weight; the envelope had nothing inside it; Tess understood this in the moment of taking it the way she understood the bunk geometry), and walked out.

She walked the corridor at her own pace. She walked the catwalk at her own pace. She did not move the envelope on her side; she did not rearrange her grip; she carried it the way she carried supply paperwork on any other day. The catwalk had eyes on it. She knew this the way she knew the catwalk hum was on this morning.

At the catwalk junction Dorsey was standing where she stood when she was waiting for something she was not going to name.

Dorsey did not look at her. Dorsey said, without inflection, as Tess came past:

"You're early today, Calder."

"Bennett wants this on D."

Dorsey nodded once.

"Mind the second turn. They've got the captain in counseling this morning and the corridor's tight."

Tess kept walking. She did not look at Dorsey. She did not change her pace.

The sentence sat in her chest by the time her foot hit the next stair. Counseling. Not interrogation. Not the captain's office. The same office she had sat in with Bennett. The book of the building was using its own office on Mara this morning. Dorsey had told her, by the third syllable of her second sentence, where Mara was being taken.

She did not look back.

✦ ✦ ✦

The cell was empty.

Mara's effects were where Mara had left them at morning ritual. The bunk was made. The cell door was unlocked. Tess walked in. Set the envelope on the lower bunk, on Mara's pillow, with the address side down. Did not open it. Did not look inside it. She had been in the building long enough to know what an envelope from Bennett was during a summons.

Holt was in the corridor outside the cell.

She had another inmate's escort waiting their turn — Tess did not know the woman, B-Block by the band on her uniform — and she was doing the small administrative business of waiting for the escort to be ready. She did not look at Tess when she came out. She looked past her, down the tier, at the angle an officer looked when she was being scrupulous about not looking at the inmate she was standing next to.

Tess took two paces toward the corridor.

"Sunglasses."

One word. From Holt. Said into the corridor, not at her.

Tess stopped.

The cheap commissary sunglasses Mara had picked out for her in the eighteenth month were on the upper bunk where she had left them after morning ritual. She had not put them on her head; she had not, in the small precise morning, registered that she was about to walk the catwalk and the catwalk would, in the next hour, be the place she was needed to be the cellmate of Mara Voss while Mara Voss was elsewhere.

She turned. Went back into the cell. Climbed the first rung of the ladder. Reached. Picked the sunglasses up. Put them on the top of her own head, lenses up, the way she always carried them on a day they were not on her face.

When she came out of the cell Holt was two paces down the corridor with her back to Tess. Eyes forward. Doing her job. Holt had not turned around. Holt had not, in any institutional sense, been there when Tess came out.

She did not say thank you.

She walked back to the infirmary.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett was at her desk. Did not look up.

Tess resumed her station. Did the work Bennett had told her to do. Hands on the counter. The dispensary cabinet. The small steady architecture of her shift. She did not check the clock. She did not, in any way, perform the not-checking. She simply worked.

At twelve Bennett, without looking up: "Tess. Lunch in the dayroom today."

Tess understood. She put her pen down. Capped it. Walked.

✦ ✦ ✦

She sat in Mara's seat.

Not because she was claiming it. The seat was Mara's seat and she was Mara's cellmate and when Mara was not in the seat at lunch, Tess's seat was the seat against the wall on Mara's side of the table — left of where Mara would sit, three inches from the inside corner of the bench — and that was where she sat now. The geometry was its own announcement.

The card table at the far end of the dayroom had three other inmates at it Tess did not know by name. Kendra Pike was at a table by the window with two B-Block women and did not look at her. Rhea Markham was not in the dayroom.

Tess ate. Steady pace. The same pace she would have eaten at if Mara had been across from her. She read the bulletin board on the wall the way Mara had been reading it across the months — the new posting on visitation calendar adjustments, the laminated emergency drill schedule, the small institutional notice about commissary changes — and she did not skip any of them. She had been trained.

The dayroom did not move on her.

She finished. Returned her tray. Walked out at the time Mara would have walked out.

✦ ✦ ✦

In the afternoon Bennett did not do the one o'clock dispensary count.

Tess noticed at two-fifteen. Bennett did it at two-seventeen. Two minutes after Tess had noticed and not said anything.

Bennett's hands at the cabinet were the same half-step slow they had been the morning before. The count was clean. The dispensary log reconciled. Bennett wrote the count into the log, signed, closed the log, did not turn around.

At three-forty Dorsey came through the corridor on an errand that was plausible but not necessary. She carried a clipboard. She did not stop at the door. She passed Tess's station at her own pace and, on the way past — without looking, without slowing, the way an officer dropped a wrapper into a bin — she dropped a folded sheet of paper at the corner of her station.

She continued down the corridor.

Tess did not pick the paper up immediately. She finished the line she was writing. Capped her pen. Picked the paper up with the same hand that had been holding the pen. Set it inside the open lid of the chart on her desk. Unfolded it at the angle that put the desk between the paper and Bennett's line of sight.

In Dorsey's handwriting, three words:

Counseling, not Captain.

Tess closed the chart.

She folded the paper at the same crease Dorsey had folded it at and put it in her shirt pocket. She did not change her face. She did not, in the next minute, look at Bennett. She picked up her pen, uncapped it, and continued the next line on the chart she had been writing.

She read the three words a second time in her head. Counseling, not Captain. Dorsey had told her, by writing three words on a folded sheet of paper and dropping it in passing, that Captain Marcus Evans was not in the room with Mara. The summons was running through the counseling office. The captain's name was on the door. The captain's body was not behind the desk.

She did not, in the moment of reading the second time, know what this meant.

She filed it for the cell.

✦ ✦ ✦

Count was the count.

Dorsey did the numbers. Tess at her line. Mara at her line. Tess did not look at her. Dorsey's voice was the same flat institutional voice it was every evening. Mara's voice when she said her number was the working voice with a small fatigue under it that only Tess would hear — the small steady tiredness of a woman who had spent a morning in a chair in a small room across from someone who was not the person the chair had been set up for.

The walk back was the walk back.

At the cell door Mara turned and put two fingers on the back of Tess's neck. Settled. One beat. Two. Lifted on two.

The abbreviation was its own piece of information. Tess registered it without naming it.

The cell door rolled shut.

✦ ✦ ✦

The envelope was on the lower bunk where she had left it. It had been opened.

Mara nodded at it without picking it up.

"Bennett."

"I figured."

Mara picked the envelope up. Opened it long enough for Tess to see the inside was blank. Sheet of nothing inside a piece of pharmacy paperwork. Closed it. Set it back on the bunk. "She sent it so you'd be on the catwalk when I walked it. Smart."

"Yes."

Mara sat down on the lower bunk. Hands on her thighs, palms down. The right hand did not move. The left hand had a small tremor at the third knuckle that lasted for a count of three and then stopped.

Tess saw it.

Did not say so.

Mara breathed once. Said:

"It wasn't Marcus in the chair. It was the deputy from the captain's office. Woman named Linhardt. I don't know her. She's new."

Tess sat down on the bunk beside her. Three inches from her left thigh.

"She asked me about Markham. She asked me about you. She asked me whether I'd recommend Markham for a discretionary parole adjustment."

"What did you say."

"I said Markham hasn't earned the question. Linhardt wrote it down."

Pause.

"And then — at the end — she said the captain wanted me to know that he was satisfied with my housekeeping. Those were her words. Good housekeeping. From his mouth to her mouth to mine."

Tess felt the small cold thing under her sternum that the diction was asking her to feel.

She understood two things in the count of three breaths, neither of which Mara was asking her to say out loud. Evans had not sat in the room because Evans had not needed to. The deputy had been the medium and the deputy's relay had been the message. Good housekeeping. The same words Evans had spoken into the cell at the close of the shakedown and that Tess had heard, then, as theft. The same words now coming back across two corridors and a deputy and a desk to land in her own cell again in Mara's mouth.

And: Evans wanted Mara to know he had watched and approved her continued silence. The approval was the pressure. I see you holding the architecture you designed. I am letting you hold it. I am not coming after you. For now. The pressure was the not coming after. The not-coming-after was the leash.

Tess did not name the second thing in dialogue. She named it at the chest.

She reached into her shirt pocket. Took out the folded paper. Handed it to Mara.

Mara unfolded it. Read it. Folded it again at the same crease. Set it on the bunk between them.

"Dorsey."

"Yes."

Mara held the paper for a beat. Looked at it. Did not look at Tess.

"He's giving us something. He's not asking for anything back."

"I noticed."

Mara nodded once.

Then she turned her face to Tess — fully, not the way she had been holding it during the report — and her eyes had in them the small steady thing that her eyes had in them on the mornings when she had said the reward sentence at the start of Tess's rotation, back when this had still been a thing Tess did not have a name for.

"You did right today. All of it."

Tess did not answer.

The third use of the sentence. The cadence unchanged. The escalation was the not-changing.

Mara closed her hand briefly around Tess's wrist. Held it one beat. Lifted. The cell's vocabulary for received, used between them now the way Eyes here and Steady and Left side were used between them — without explanation, in the working register, on the ordinary days.

Tess kept her face forward.

She did not, in this minute, need anything else.

✦ ✦ ✦

There was no heat scene.

Neither of them said anything about there not being one. Mara stood up after a while and crossed to the sink. Washed her hands. Came back. Sat on the lower bunk. Tess sat beside her. They did not touch. The cell held the dynamic the way the cell had been holding the dynamic across the day — by the instruction at the bars in the morning, by the geometry in the dayroom at lunch, by the wrist closure five minutes ago — without requiring the touch tonight to be the thing that confirmed it.

Tess understood, sitting beside Mara on the lower bunk with her hands palm-down on her own thighs, that the absence of the touch tonight was a thing the cell was choosing.

The choosing was its own piece of architecture.

After a while Mara turned her head slightly and looked at her. Not all the way. Just enough that Tess felt the small steady acknowledgement at the side of her own face. Mara did not say anything. Mara did not reach for her. The not-reaching was Mara saying — in the only register the cell had left at the end of the day Mara had been spent in — that the holding tonight was the work and the work did not require the touch and the not-requiring was, itself, the depth of the holding.

Tess registered it. Did not name it. Sat with it.

After a while Mara said, low: "Up the ladder."

✦ ✦ ✦

Tess climbed.

Concrete an inch from her face. The mattress under her was the same mattress. The catwalk hum above was the same catwalk hum. Below her, Mara settled onto her own bunk. The oxidized metal of the bunk frame at the lower-right joint was an inch from Mara's left hand; Tess did not see this from the upper bunk but she knew the geometry and the geometry told her.

Mara's breath found the awake-and-resting breath that had been the breath of the last two nights — and tonight it was deeper into the awake than it had been on either of the previous nights, the way a woman who had been awake for two days and a night was awake for the rest of this one with the small certainty of a person who had counted out her own reserve and knew the number of hours she had left to be awake before she ran out of it.

She did not turn over once.

Tess listened.

She put her hand on her own chest, palm-down. Two new phrases had folded themselves into the bunk frame with the rest of the cell's working vocabulary since this morning. Counseling, not Captain. / Good housekeeping.

She did not yet know how the cell would use either of them.

She listened to Mara breathe.

She did not sleep for a long time.


Chapter 11

Tess woke before Mara woke her.

She knew this because the cell was the cell at the angle of light that came through the catwalk grates fifteen minutes before six, and Mara was already sitting on the lower bunk in that light with her hands palm-down on her thighs and her breath at the same length it had been at lights-out.

Tess did not move. She lay on her side on the upper bunk, facing the wall — concrete an inch from her face — and listened. Mara's breath did not change. Mara had not slept. Mara had been awake for whatever portion of the night had passed since Tess had stopped tracking it and was awake now with the small steady certainty of a woman who had counted out her own hours and was inside the last of them on purpose.

Tess waited.

At six exactly Mara said: "Down."

The ritual ran. Sink. Eyes here. Tess came down the ladder. Knelt on the concrete in the four-inch space at the foot of the bunks. Looked up. Mara's hand on the back of her neck — two fingers and a thumb — settled. Tess registered the half-step Mara was running it at — a quarter-beat slower per syllable than the morning before, not from fatigue, from precision; Mara was treating the ritual the way a person treated a tool she was going to need to lay down inside the next hour and pick back up some unknown distance later.

The hand lifted on three.

Tess stood. Mara stood. They moved through the small steady morning's worth of putting the cell in its day-shape. The cot blanket folded at the foot. The mug in the sink. The grey light coming up through the catwalk grates into the corridor's institutional bleach. Neither of them said anything until the bars.

Mara stopped at the bars. Looked out at the corridor a beat. Turned.

"Today the yard at eleven, you stay one pace inside the line."

That was the whole instruction.

Tess took it at her chest. "All right."

Mara did not elaborate. Mara did not touch her wrist. Mara picked up her own things and went to her line at six-twenty for the count.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett was at the dispensary. The ritual was the ritual. How's Voss. / Steady. / Bennett's pen on the page.

Tess put her bag down at her station and pulled on her gloves and started the morning count. Bennett did not look up. For a long time the only sounds in the infirmary were the small institutional sounds of the dispensary and the catwalk hum two tiers up.

At eight-fifty Bennett, without looking up from her sheet, said: "Linhardt walked the block at eight-forty this morning."

Tess felt the sentence land at her chest. She had been counting tablets into a paper cup; her hands did not move differently.

She said: "I know."

She had not known. The I know had come out of her mouth the way the all right had come out of her mouth in the cell at six this morning — at the floor first, the head later — and she registered, hearing it, that she was now a woman who knew things like that without having been told, in this building, on this morning. The body had arrived at the knowledge two steps ahead of the head.

Bennett put the pen down. Capped it.

"All right," Bennett said.

Bennett did not speak to her again all morning.

✦ ✦ ✦

At ten-forty Tess turned in her noon prep and Bennett, without looking up, signed it. At ten-fifty Tess pulled her gloves off and washed her hands. At ten-fifty-five she walked out of the infirmary into the catwalk corridor and turned left toward the yard.

The catwalk was busy with the eleven o'clock yard movement. Twenty inmates from D-Block and B-Block were channeling toward the gate. Tess fell in at her own pace.

Holt was at the gate doing the count-through. She nodded at Tess on the way past — the same nod she had given her after the sunglasses yesterday, the same nod she gave to inmates she was logging the location of in her head without making a record of it on paper. Tess registered the nod and did not slow.

She walked through into the yard.

The yard at eleven had the particular flatness of light it had on days when the catwalk officers were paying more attention than usual to who was in it. Tess clocked the officer above the east wall — radio at his hip, eyes on the yard, not on his phone. The officer above the west wall, same posture. Holt at the gate. Dorsey at the perimeter post near the south wall, hands clasped behind her back, eyes forward, the institutional carriage of an officer who had been told to stand where she was standing.

She did the count of officers in her head as she walked the first lap.

Holt at the gate. Dorsey at the south post. East catwalk officer. West catwalk officer. And above the south wall, on the catwalk Tess had to walk under to complete every lap, a woman in a deputy's uniform with her radio at her hip and her eyes on the yard.

The yard was overstaffed by one officer.

Tess clocked this on the second lap. Filed it. She did not look up at the south catwalk on the third pass under it; the deputy had been there the first pass and would be there every pass after it, and the looking would have been its own piece of choreography.

Mara was at the south wall with two D-Block women Tess did not know well by name. Mara stood at the corner of the wall where she could see the gate and the east wall and the south catwalk and the perimeter post all at once without turning her head. The carriage was not unusual to anyone who had not been watching for nine months. Tess had been watching. Tess registered the geometry: Mara had chosen the corner from which the smallest number of paces would carry her to the most pieces of the yard.

Kendra was at the east wall with four B-Block women. Rhea was not in the yard.

Tess walked her perimeter at one pace inside the line.

✦ ✦ ✦

Kendra stepped off the east wall on the third lap.

She fell in beside Tess at a step-and-a-half pace match — the same pace from the yard in the third week of the eighteenth month — and for the count of one full lap she walked beside Tess in silence.

The silence was the pressure. Tess knew this. She did not slow. She did not speed. She did not look at Kendra. She walked at one pace inside the line, and the catwalk officers and the deputy and Holt and Dorsey and Mara at the south wall, four paces back from her corner, watched them.

Tess walked her lap.

At the south corner of the yard there was a span of three paces where the south wall blocked the south catwalk's sight line — three paces of the lap that the deputy above the south wall could not see from her angle. Tess had clocked this on the first lap. Tess had clocked this on every lap since.

She reached the south corner on the fourth lap with Kendra a step-and-a-half beside her and the three paces of unsightedness opened ahead of them like a door.

Kendra reached across the line.

Her right hand closed on Tess's left forearm — fingers wrapped, thumb on the inside of the wrist, the grip of a woman who had decided to make the gesture and had decided not to make it hurt and was making the second decision visible by the precision of the first.

The hand stayed there.

Kendra said it low, conversational, eyes forward, the cadence of a woman commenting on the weather:

"Tell Voss I tried to ask nicely. Twice."

Tess held.

She did not pull. She did not look at Kendra. She did not look at the hand on her arm. She walked at her own pace, one pace inside the line, with a woman's fingers around her forearm and three paces of unsightedness opening and closing around them. Her body, in the three paces, ran a small fast calculation about absorbing — about walking the rest of the lap with the hand on her arm and not giving Kendra the satisfaction of a response and not giving the catwalk the choreography of an intervention.

Her body had reached the calculation by the second pace.

It did not get to make the decision.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara reached them on the third pace of the unsightedness.

Tess did not see her cross. She felt her cross — felt the small displacement of yard air that came when a body had moved through it at a pace that did not flag itself to the catwalk — and then Mara was at Kendra's elbow with no transition.

Mara's right hand closed on Kendra's right wrist.

Tess felt the closure happen because the closure was the small mechanical event that lifted Kendra's elbow off Tess's forearm by the leverage of the rotation — Mara rotated the wrist outward, ninety degrees, the kind of turn a person who had spent six years in this building's CO training had drilled inside a rubber dummy's plastic forearm — and Kendra's hand opened off Tess's arm involuntarily, her elbow lifted, her body went one half-step back to compensate, and a small involuntary sound came out of her teeth.

Mara released Kendra's wrist.

The whole event took one and a half seconds.

The wrist had not snapped. Nothing had broken. The leverage had been precise enough to lift Kendra's hand off Tess's arm and to make Kendra know what would have happened if Mara had chosen the further fifteen degrees of rotation, and the not-choosing was its own kind of statement.

The catwalk sight line restored on the next pace.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara, eyes still on Kendra's face, said it the same flat institutional voice she had used in the dayroom across from Rhea: "Don't touch her."

Three syllables. The cadence of Left side.

Then she turned to Tess. Said one word.

"Walk."

Tess walked.

Mara walked beside her — half a pace behind, on Tess's left, between Tess and the east wall. They completed the lap at the same pace they would have completed it at if nothing had happened. Kendra rejoined the east wall before the end of the lap. The catwalk officer above the east wall was speaking into his radio. The deputy above the south wall had her radio at her hip and her hand was not on it.

Tess registered this. Did not name it.

✦ ✦ ✦

Dorsey was at the gate when they reached it.

He did not raise his voice. He said it the same way he had said You're early today, Calder yesterday on the catwalk: at his own pitch, into the air rather than at her face.

"Voss. The captain's office."

Mara nodded once.

She turned to Tess. Low: "Cell."

Tess walked to the cell at her own pace. Mara walked with Dorsey toward the administrative corridor. The whole walk — the lap, the gate, the splitting at the gate — was one continuous piece of choreography the yard had watched. Tess did not look back. She knew Mara was walking. She knew Dorsey was walking with her. She knew the deputy above the south wall was watching them walk. The knowing did not require her to verify it with her face.

✦ ✦ ✦

She stood at the cell bars for forty-seven minutes.

She did not lie down. She did not sit. She did not, at any point in the forty-seven minutes, register that she had been standing. The body had taken a posture and the body was holding it.

She ran the morning back.

She ran it back the way Mara had taught her to run a thing back across her chest before she put a shape on it — at body level first, the head later. The dispensary count. Linhardt walked the block at eight-forty. The catwalk. The five officers and the deputy. Mara at the south corner. One pace inside the line.

She understood, somewhere around the eleventh minute, what the instruction had been.

It had not been a precaution. It had been a position. Mara, last night during the awake-and-resting at the floor — or earlier, during one of the long stretches of awake since the confession four nights ago — had decided that if anyone in the yard today put a hand on Tess, Mara would do exactly what Mara had just done. One pace inside the line had been the position from which Mara could reach in the smallest possible number of steps. Twenty-six paces. The same twenty-six paces from the cell to the shakedown five days before, on a different floor, in a different mode.

She understood, somewhere around the twentieth minute, the larger thing.

The pressure-by-permission Evans had been running — I see you holding the architecture you designed. I am letting you hold it. For now — had been a leash that hovered above Mara's actual neck without touching it. Mara had just, in the yard, in the smallest possible piece of movement, stepped into the leash on purpose. The leash was now around her actual neck. Evans's for now had a deadline on it, and the deadline was the moment the captain decided what to do with the fact that Mara had answered the relay with her body instead of with her silence.

The leash was no longer pressure. The leash was now an instrument that was going to have to choose what it was.

She also understood, in the same long minute, that Mara had just made a decision Tess would have made differently.

Tess would have absorbed the closure on her arm. Her body, in the three paces of unsightedness, had reached the calculation that the walking-through was the cleanest answer. The calculation had been correct by the cell's working logic. It had been the answer.

Mara had not made that answer. Mara had decided in the morning, before breakfast, before the ritual she ran a quarter-beat slower than the day before, that if any hand in the yard touched Tess, the answer was not absorption. The answer was the wrist. The decision had been Mara's, top to bottom, and it had been not Tess's to make.

The line Mara had said with her hand on Tess's throat surfaced in her chest without italics.

That isn't your decision to make.

It was the cell's deepest piece of architecture and the cell had been operating on it across every previous rule between them. The rule Mara had named with her hand on Tess's throat — on the night Tess had sat on the floor and had not yet had a name for what she was sitting inside — had been running both directions the whole time. Mara made decisions Tess would have made differently. Tess made decisions Mara would have made differently. The bringing of each decision to the other one was the architecture inside which the cell was a cell.

She stood at the bars and let the understanding settle into her chest.

She knew, by the time Dorsey came back, that nothing she had to say about it was something Mara had not already said to herself between the moment Kendra had closed her hand on Tess's forearm and the moment Mara had released Kendra's wrist on the next pace.

✦ ✦ ✦

Dorsey was at the cell door at eleven-forty-seven.

Mara was beside him.

Dorsey, without looking at Tess, in the same flat working voice: "She's restricted to D-Block for forty-eight hours. No dayroom. No yard. No infirmary corridor except medical necessity. Lunch in the cell. Tray comes to the bars."

Tess registered the sanction at her chest. The smallest possible piece of institutional discipline that let the captain be seen to have answered the yard.

Linhardt had written it.

Dorsey did not say so. Tess inferred from the cadence of the sentence — the same flat cadence the deputy had given Mara the Good housekeeping line in, two corridors away the day before — that the sentence had been on a deputy's pad before it had reached Dorsey's mouth.

Dorsey looked at Mara. "Voss. You good in there for two days."

Mara: "I'm good."

Dorsey closed the door.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara stood at the door a beat after Dorsey had walked. Did not turn around immediately. Tess waited at the bars where she had been standing. Then Mara turned, crossed the cell, and sat on the lower bunk.

Hands palm-down on her thighs.

Tess crossed to the bunk. Sat beside her. Three inches from her left thigh.

She did not, at first, say anything.

Then she did.

"You decided this morning, didn't you."

Mara looked at her.

"Yes."

"I would have absorbed it."

"I know."

A long beat.

Then, low, without looking at her — eyes forward at the cell wall opposite the bunks — Mara said it. That isn't your decision to make.

The line on Mara's tongue, returned. Mara's voice had a small break in the middle of it — half a beat, just enough that Tess heard the fissure and did not turn her head to look at it. The same break Tess had heard at younger than you and at I had — nothing four nights ago. Mara was at the floor of her reserve and the floor was the place from which the truest sentences came out at the lengths they could come out at.

Tess sat with it.

The cell's rule, running in the other direction for the second time. Once at the confession; now at the yard. The reciprocity named for the second time. Tess knew, sitting beside her with her hands palm-down on her own thighs in the mirror she had been making of Mara's hands without instruction since the morning of the shakedown, that the second naming was the one that locked the architecture into the shape it had been operating in all along.

She did not answer.

✦ ✦ ✦

She opened her mouth, after a long time, to ask whether it had been the captain in the room or Linhardt, whether the forty-eight hours had been the deputy's number, whether the relay was still running now that Mara had answered with her body — and Mara, without raising her voice, stopped her.

"Ask properly."

The phrase she had used on Tess for the asking she had not yet earned the right to do at the level she was asking it. The fourth use was here, in the cell, at twelve-thirty in the afternoon, on a question Tess had not yet earned the right to ask in the shape she was asking it.

Tess paused. Felt the redirect at the chest.

She closed her mouth. Re-opened it.

"Are you all right."

The question Mara had given her the room to ask. Clean. Single question. No appendage.

Mara held the silence for a beat. Then said, low: "I will be."

That was the answer Tess was entitled to and Mara had given it.

✦ ✦ ✦

After a while Mara stood up. Crossed to the cell door. Looked at the catwalk through the bars a long beat. The building had moved on from the yard movement and was running its afternoon at its own cadence. Mara registered this. Came back. Sat on the lower bunk.

"Come here."

Tess crossed.

"Sit."

Tess sat beside her. Mara put her hand on the back of Tess's neck — two fingers and a thumb, weight not grip — and the hand settled.

One beat. Two. Three. Four. Lifted on four.

The fourth beat tonight was not the permission to begin from the night of the confession. It was not the permission to be done from the close of that night. It was the third register the cell had discovered for the same hold: permission to be claimed. Tess felt the four beats land in a place she had not felt them land before — at the chest, but lower, between the lungs, in the small place a body kept the things it had been carrying for an entire morning without yet having a name to put on them.

She breathed in. Breathed out.

"Up against the wall."

Tess shifted. Put her back against the cinder block at the head of the lower bunk. Mara moved with her — knelt on the bunk in front of her, knees on either side of Tess's hips, one hand on the wall above Tess's shoulder, the other hand sliding to her throat.

The kneeling was new.

Mara had not been on her knees over Tess in this cell before. The geometry was its own piece of meaning: tonight was not Mara putting Tess in a place. Tonight was Mara holding the place Mara had decided Tess was going to be with her own body across the doorway of it. The doorway was the cell. The placing was the wall behind Tess's back. The body across the doorway was Mara's, kneeling.

Tess registered all of this without naming it. The body knew first.

Mara's hand on her throat — weight, not grip. The other hand went to Tess's waistband, opened the button, slid inside.

Tess was slick.

She had been slick since the four-beat at her chest. Possibly since the I will be. Mara registered the slickness with the small steady acknowledgement of a hand that had been training this body for nine months and was now using the training, in the cell, at the floor of its own reserve, to do exactly the work Mara had decided this work was going to be tonight.

Two fingers at her clit. Slow.

The scene did not edge her. It did not stop. It held one tempo for the time it took Tess's breath to break twice and find its way back to itself. The throat-hold stayed weight, not grip. Tess's eyes did not leave Mara's face. The cell's working vocabulary moved through Tess's body in the configuration it had been moving through Tess's body across every previous heat in this cell — but the substrate was a substrate the cell had not used before, and Tess registered it at the slickness against Mara's fingers and at the place between her lungs where the four-beat had landed.

Then Mara, into Tess's ear, low, in the same flat register as Don't touch her in the yard:

"You are mine. The block knows. The captain knows. Linhardt knows. They are going to spend the next forty-eight hours deciding what to do about it. While they decide, you are going to stay where I put you. You are going to bring me what comes to you. We hold the line."

Tess took each sentence at her body.

The climb came up.

It came up the way the climb came up when the body had been carrying a thing for an entire day and the cell had finally let the body put the thing down. Mara's "Now." The orgasm rode through, no cut. Tess did not cry. She did breathe in the broken shape of a body that had been doing something it did not yet have a name for.

✦ ✦ ✦

Mara stayed kneeling on the bunk for a beat. Then came down. Sat beside Tess against the wall. Did not move her hand from Tess's neck for a long beat.

She did not close her hand around Tess's wrist.

Tess registered the absence.

The wrist closure was the cell's vocabulary for received, and the cell had used the vocabulary on the night of the confession and on the morning of the pill swap and on the night of the summons. Tonight was not a night the cell could use that vocabulary, because the cell had to acknowledge to itself the thing that had happened in the yard — that Mara had taken something Tess had not handed her — and the absence of the closure was the cell's acknowledgement. Mara's hand stayed at Tess's neck. The hand was not the wrist. The cell knew the difference. Tess knew the cell knew.

Mara, low, after a long beat: "Tomorrow I'll be in the cell when you come back from infirmary. The day after I'll be in the cell when you come back from infirmary. Lunch is in the cell both days. You'll bring me your tray. Bennett will know how to send it. After that we will know what they have decided to do."

"All right."

Mara's hand at the back of her neck. Settled. One beat. Two. Three. Lifted on three.

Not the fourth. The fourth had been earlier. The close got the working hold.

✦ ✦ ✦

After a while Tess's eye, lying half against Mara's shoulder, fell along the line of the bunk frame to the lower-right joint of it. The bundle was in there. The cell knew. She knew. Mara, whose hand was still on the back of her neck, knew that she knew it. None of it was a thing the cell needed to do anything with tonight.

She closed her eyes for a beat.

When she opened them Mara said, low: "Up the ladder."

Tess climbed.

Concrete an inch from her face. The mattress under her was the same mattress. The catwalk hum above was the same catwalk hum. Below her, Mara settled onto her own bunk. The awake-and-resting breath of the last three nights was the breath of tonight as well, and tonight it was at the floor that yesterday had been the floor of — Mara did not have a further floor; the breath stayed where it was and Mara did not turn over once and the cell registered, in the small steady way the cell registered everything, that Mara had spent what she had spent and was now at the bottom of her on-page reserve, and that the reserve had been chosen, top to bottom, by Mara, in the morning, before breakfast, before any of them had known what the day was going to ask of them.

Tess put her hand on her own chest, palm-down.

She knew three things she had not known at the start of the day.

The block knew.

The institution knew.

And Mara, when she chose, could put her hand on a wrist and not break it — and the not-breaking, in the small precise mathematics of the cell, was not less of a thing than the breaking would have been; it was, somehow, in a register the cell had been building toward for nine months and had not had a name for until this morning, more of one.

She listened to Mara breathe.

She did not sleep for a long time. Mara did not sleep either.


Chapter 12

The angle of light through the catwalk grates found Tess at five-forty-five.

She did not open her eyes at first. She listened. The cell sound was the cell sound — the catwalk hum at working level, the south corridor at its low murmur, the radiator at the foot of the lower bunk doing the small mechanical work it did at this hour every morning. Under all of it, Mara's breath. Even. Awake.

The fourth morning in a row.

Tess opened her eyes. Concrete an inch from her face. The fissure in the slab that her left thumb knew at the second knuckle. She lay still for one more measure of the hum and then she turned onto her side and looked down.

Mara was sitting on the edge of the lower bunk in the dark. Hands palm-down on her thighs. The same seated posture, the same line of the back, the same small held competence at the shoulders. The only thing different from yesterday morning was the angle of her head. Mara was looking, this morning, at the floor between her feet.

Closer to it than yesterday.

Tess did not name it. She slid down the rail. Bare feet to the concrete on the left side of the cell, Mara to the right where Mara was. She crossed the small width.

"Down."

Tess sank. Knees on the concrete in the space between Mara's bare feet, hands palm-up on her own thighs, eyes at Mara's eyes. The ritual at the half-step it had been running at for four mornings. Mara's right hand at her neck. The working hold — weight not grip — and Tess settled into it the way she had settled into it every morning of the rotation that had ended yesterday and the four mornings of the restriction that had not.

One. Two. Three.

The lift did not come.

Tess held her breath inside the count and Mara's hand stayed where it was. Four. The lift came on four. Mara had been lifting on three for nine weeks. The late beat landed in Tess's chest like a piece of news she did not say.

Mara's eyes were on her.

"Same as yesterday," Mara said. Low, even, the working voice. "Bennett's grace. Your hands. The count. Tray back at noon. After lunch you stay where I put you. If anyone in the corridor asks you anything you can't answer, you bring it to me."

"All right."

The office word. Six in the morning. In the cell.

Mara's hand closed around Tess's left wrist. One beat. The lift came clean. Received. Tess felt the return of the cell's vocabulary at her pulse before she registered it at her head. The wrist closure had not been there yesterday. It had been absent the morning before. The absence had been Mara's hand acknowledging what her hand had done in the yard. This morning the closure was back.

The cell was deciding to start over.

Tess stood. She dressed at the foot of the lower bunk. Mara had not moved from the seated position. When Tess looked back from the bars, Mara was still looking at the floor between her feet.

✦ ✦ ✦

Bennett was at her cabinet when Tess came in at seven.

"How's Voss."

"Steady."

Bennett's pen moved on her chart and Tess went to the dispensary count. The morning's work ran the way the morning's work had run for four days — the count, the charts, the small mechanical handoffs at the cabinet that had been half-step slow on the first morning of the restriction and were no longer slow now. Bennett's hands were at full speed today. The catwalk hum above the infirmary corridor was at the level it ran at when no one above it had a reason to slow down.

At eleven-thirty Tess gathered the empty trays and turned toward the corridor.

Bennett did not look up from her chart.

"You're going to want to be in the cell at twelve-thirty, Tess. Linhardt's walking the block at twelve-fifteen and she's going to be at your door by twelve-twenty-five with paperwork. I won't keep you for the second count."

Tess stopped at the cabinet.

Bennett's pen did not stop. Her hand wrote a line at the bottom of the chart in the small steady cursive Tess had learned by sight across the months. She did not look up.

"Thank you."

The word came out before Tess had decided to put it there. It was not a word she had said to Bennett in the rotation. She had not said it in the rotation before this one, either. Bennett's pen continued at its pace.

"It's been you and Voss the whole time," Bennett said. "I notice. I just don't write it down."

Twelve words. Bennett's pen finished its line. Her hand reached for the next chart on the stack. Tess stood at the cabinet with the trays in her arms for the count of three and then she walked.

The line landed somewhere between her sternum and her chest. She carried it down the corridor at the same pace she had walked the corridor at every morning since the swap.

✦ ✦ ✦

Holt was at the catwalk junction. She nodded once and Tess nodded back and that was the whole of their exchange. Dorsey was not in the corridor today. The block at twelve-eight was quiet in the way the block was quiet at the bottom of a restriction window — the cells full, the dayroom thinned, the catwalk staffed at standard.

Mara was on the lower bunk when Tess came through the bars.

She had not moved since the morning. The seated posture was the seated posture. The hands were palm-down on the thighs. The only thing different from six in the morning was that Mara had eaten — the tray was empty on the small ledge under the window — and that she had her shoes on now.

Tess set the empty pharmacy envelope from Bennett on the lower bunk between them. She sat. Three inches from Mara's left thigh.

"Linhardt's coming," she said.

Mara nodded. She had heard the catwalk already. She had been listening since eleven-thirty and the carriage on the catwalk above the south corridor was the carriage she had been waiting for.

They sat. The hum did its work above them.

At twelve-fifteen the carriage on the catwalk moved south. Single deputy's footfall, even pace, the small steady walk of someone whose body had decided what it was doing today. Tess felt it through the floor before she heard it through the air. At twelve-twenty-two it stopped at their bars.

Tess looked up.

Linhardt was thirty-four years old. Dark hair pulled back at the nape. A face that did not editorialize — the same flat institutional carriage Dorsey wore at the catwalk and Pike wore at the dayroom and every deputy the building had ever produced wore in the corridor. But Linhardt's eyes, when they landed on Mara, had a small specific read in them that Dorsey's eyes had never had time to put down. Linhardt had been watching for four days. Today she was permitted to write what she had read.

She had a folded sheet of paper in her left hand.

"Voss."

"Deputy."

"The forty-eight-hour D-Block restriction is closed at twenty-two-hundred tonight. After twenty-two-hundred, your movement returns to standard."

Mara nodded.

"The captain's office has scheduled a discretionary parole adjustment hearing for you. The date is on the sheet. The recommendation in the file is that the hearing be moved up from your current eligibility window. You have ten days to decline the adjustment or request a delay."

Mara's face did not move.

"I wrote the language. The captain signed it."

Linhardt offered the sheet through the bars. Mara stood. She crossed the cell in two steps and took it. She did not unfold it in front of Linhardt. She folded it again at the same crease the building had folded it at and brought it back to the lower bunk and sat.

"Thank you, Deputy."

Three words. Linhardt nodded once.

She looked at Tess. The look had been waiting all morning to be put down somewhere. Tess held it.

"Calder. I wrote yours too."

The catwalk carriage moved. Linhardt walked. The hum returned to its working level inside thirty seconds and the corridor at twelve-twenty-three was the corridor at twelve-twenty-three.

Tess sat with her hands palm-down on her thighs.

"Mine."

Mara unfolded the sheet. Read it. Folded it back at the crease. Held it out.

Tess took it. The sheet was two pages clipped together at the corner. The top page had Mara's name in the captain's hand at the heading and a date six weeks from today and a paragraph in a small even cursive Tess did not know — Linhardt's — that read continued exemplary institutional adjustment; absence of disciplinary escalation in response to peer-initiated provocation; demonstrated capacity for proportionate de-escalation under sight-line constraint.

The yard rotation in parole-board English. Mara's controlled violence read by the building as restraint, not as violence, and chosen on purpose.

The second page had Tess's name at the heading. Same hand at the paragraph. Continued conduct consistent with infirmary detail; documented absence of cooperation with peer-initiated pressure to compromise infirmary protocol.

The same date six weeks out.

Tess looked at her name beside Mara's on the building's paper. The captain's signature at the bottom of both pages was the same signature. The two sheets had been signed at the same sitting.

Tess set the paper down on the lower bunk between them.

"Markham asked Marcus for this," Mara said. She did not look at Tess. "I refused it for her. Marcus told Linhardt to write it for me instead. Linhardt wrote it for you on her own."

"Linhardt knows."

"Linhardt has known for longer than the yard."

Mara's hand was open on her own thigh. Tess watched it open. She did not name what the openness meant.

"It is going to be six weeks of a particular kind of public conduct." Mara's voice was the confession voice — low, even, half-step slower than the working voice and a quarter-step quieter. "After that you and I will be in different places in this building or out of it. I'd like to know how you want to handle the six weeks."

The asking was on paper. The asking was new.

Tess held the question for a long beat. She reached over and put her hand on the folded sheet and slid it back across the bunk to her own thigh and looked at her own name where Linhardt had written it.

"You asked me before the yard if I knew you were expecting it from three directions," she said. "I would have absorbed Kendra. I told you I would have. You decided I wouldn't. That was the second time the rule has run in this direction."

Mara's eyes were on her now.

"Tell me first."

Low. Even. Said the way Mara had said it once before, in the cell after the swap. Said now as the named instruction. Said as the rule.

"All right."

The office word. In the cell air.

Mara nodded. The nod was small enough that it took place inside the working hold of her shoulders without moving the shoulders.

"For six weeks," Mara said. "Including the parole language we are going to be asked questions about. Including the conversations the block is going to have with you about what they think they saw in the yard. Including the questions Bennett is going to ask you on the catwalk going forward. Including anything Markham tries again. Including anything Pike tries. All of it. Then we decide."

"Yes," Tess said. "I'll bring it to you first."

The echo of the swap night was paid into the cell air at the exact same diction. Mara registered it. Her hand on her thigh closed once and opened.

Tess held her own breath inside the beat and then she let it out.

"And you."

Mara looked at her.

"What."

"You will tell me first."

The silence was one full beat. Two. Three. The hum above the bunk did its small mechanical work and the building did not know what was happening at the bottom of the south corridor at twelve-twenty-seven on day thirteen of the restriction.

"That isn't your decision to make."

The line came out of Mara at the cadence the line had come out of her at the dayroom three days back when Tess had asked who Kendra had been to her, and at the swap night when Tess had asked Mara to tell her about Evans. The line was the rule's deepest piece. It had not been defeated.

"It is the cell's," Tess said. "The cell decides it now."

Mara's eyes did not leave hers.

For a long count Mara held the silence. Tess felt the count in her chest the way she had felt the late lift at the morning ritual — at the body before the head. She did not look away.

Mara's voice, low, with a small half-beat fissure at the seam of the sentence — the fourth of those Tess had ever heard, the first that had not been about Evans or Kendra or the floor — said: "All right."

The office word. In Mara's mouth.

The rule had crossed.

Tess closed her hand around Mara's right wrist. The wrist that had rotated Kendra's in the south corner of the yard three days back. The wrist that had not broken what it had been allowed to break. She held. One. Two. Three.

She lifted on three. Received.

Mara's eyes closed for the count of one breath. When they opened she had not moved her hand off her thigh. The hand had not done anything. The hand had let the wrist be held.

The third direction of the cell's vocabulary was now on the paper.

✦ ✦ ✦

The afternoon went the way the afternoon goes when the building has finished writing what it intended to write and the bodies in the cell have agreed to what the writing said. Mara stayed at the lower bunk with the paper folded between her thigh and Tess's. They did not speak for a long stretch. The hum above them held at the working level. At fourteen-twenty a deputy walked the catwalk for the second count and went on. At sixteen-thirty Tess went to the infirmary for the afternoon dispensary and came back at seventeen-forty with the empty pharmacy envelope from Bennett.

Bennett had not looked up from her cabinet when Tess had come in.

The cell at twenty-one-hundred was the cell at twenty-one-hundred. Lights had not dropped yet. The catwalk above the south corridor was at the staffing it ran at on the last hour of the second shift.

Mara was sitting on the lower bunk.

She reached under the bunk frame and worked the lower-right joint. The cloth came out wrapped the way it had been wrapped on the night of the confession. She did not unwrap it. She set it on the mattress between them and looked at Tess.

"Do you want it tonight."

The question was real. The asking was the same shape it had been the first time the bundle had come out of the joint.

Tess held the question inside her chest for one full breath.

"Tell me first."

The third named instance. Inside the heat negotiation. The rule operating on the body that had locked it.

Mara's mouth at the corner moved. It was the smallest piece of unguarded face Tess had seen on her since the morning of the yard.

"I want to use it tonight," Mara said. "With you. If you also want it."

"Yes. I want it."

Mara unwrapped the cloth. The harness and the cock were the same as the night of the confession. She put the harness on with the small steady competence of someone who had done it before, in a different life, on the other side of a wall. The cock between them now was slick from her hand and from the small piece of working oil Tess remembered from the infirmary supply that Mara had skimmed eleven weeks ago and had never been written up for.

Mara lay back on the lower bunk.

She had not been on her back on the lower bunk on-page in the cell with Tess above her in nine weeks of the rotation. Tonight she chose the position. The choice was the position's whole shape.

"Up here," Mara said. Low. The working voice with a half-step slower at the end of it.

Tess climbed onto the lower bunk on her knees, one knee on either side of Mara's thighs. Above her. The geometry the yard cell had built in the cell three nights back was the geometry the cell was using now with the bodies switched. The dominance did not move when the bodies moved. The cell knew where it lived.

Mara's left hand at Tess's hip. Weight not grip. Mara's right hand at the base of the cock between them, steadying.

Tess was already wet. She had been wet since the paper had crossed back to her thigh.

"Take it," Mara said. "When you're ready."

"Now," Tess said. "I want it now."

She had asked clean. No half-syllable, no breaking, no asking-around-the-asking. The asking had crossed the threshold the rotation had built across the floor night and the swap night and the night of the confession and the night of the claim. Mara registered the clean asking the way she registered every piece of the cell's new vocabulary — at the body, before the face.

"Good."

The word the captain's deputy had once used in the dayroom against Mara, reclaimed across the rotation and brought to its peak placement tonight in Mara's mouth at this peak. Mara would not use the word again at the close. It was being spent here on purpose.

Tess took her. Slowly. The descent was hers. The leverage was hers. The asking had been hers. Mara's left hand at her hip held the weight without setting the pace. Mara's right thumb left the base and found Tess's clit at the second beat of the descent and worked at the small steady pressure Mara's right thumb knew the cadence of. Tess heard herself say a syllable that did not make a word. The cock was inside her. Mara's thumb was at her clit. The doubled sensation was the doubled sensation the night of the confession had introduced, deployed now with the directions reversed.

"That's it." Mara, low, at her ear. "That's how it feels."

Tess began to move. Her hips at the cadence the descent had set. Mara held the weight at her hip and did not direct the cadence. The cadence was Tess's.

"That's my cunt now."

Low. At Tess's ear. The same diction. The same claim. The night of the confession's vocabulary returned in a sentence shape it had not used.

Tess rode. The slick between them was hers and Mara's mouth at her ear was Mara's and Mara's thumb at her clit was the thumb that had rotated a wrist in the yard three days back and was not rotating now. The wrist was an instrument that knew what to do.

Mara's voice at her ear:

"You came back to me."

The cadence was the cadence.

"You came back to the cell. The yard knows. The block knows. The captain knows."

Tess's hips at the cadence.

"The captain signed the paper. The paper is on the bunk beside us. You're going to walk a hearing in six weeks and so am I and the hearings are going to put your name beside mine on the building's paper for the rest of the time we're inside it."

Slick between them. Tess's hand at Mara's collarbone for balance. The other hand at the lower bunk's rail above Mara's shoulder.

"While we are, you are going to ride this with me, and then I am going to hold you, and then we are going to sleep. We hold the line."

The crest landed at the last word.

Tess heard her own breath break at the seam of the sentence. Did not cry. She had not cried in the rotation and she was not crying now. The breath broke and re-formed and the cadence held.

"Now."

Mara's word at the place the word lived in.

The climax came. Tess rode through it. Mara's thumb did not slow at her clit and what was inside her did not move except at the cadence Tess's own hips made and the orgasm wrote itself through her at the small steady arithmetic of a body that had been brought to its readiness by a piece of paper on the mattress and the rule said back across the cell and the wrist held in the third direction. Tess registered, at the very top of her own climb, a small piece of mechanical event in Mara's body underneath her — Mara's breath finding its own break and re-finding itself, Mara's hips lifting once against Tess's weight at a cadence Mara had not let Tess feel before. Mara coming with her. The first time the rotation had let Tess see it.

The fissure was small enough that the body registered it before the head did.

It was the only piece of Mara that broke tonight. The placement was deliberate.

✦ ✦ ✦

After. Tess off Mara slowly. Mara undid the harness with the same small competence she had put it on with. She wrapped it back into the cloth and set the bundle on the mattress between them. Did not return it to the lower-right joint.

She looked at Tess.

"Tomorrow we put it back in. Tonight it stays out."

"All right."

The contraband was on the mattress at lights-out for the first time. The smallest piece of decided trespass the cell had made.

Tess sat on the lower bunk beside Mara. She closed her hand around Mara's right wrist. The wrist that had rotated Kendra's in the south corner of the yard three days back. The wrist Mara had let her hold an hour earlier when the rule had crossed. The wrist Mara had let go where it needed to go and had brought back when the cell asked it to.

Tess held. One. Two. Three.

She lifted on three. Received.

The third direction of the cell's vocabulary now had two on-page instances. The geometry closed.

Mara's right hand came up to Tess's neck. The working hold. Weight not grip. The hand that had held the count for four mornings and had not lifted on three this morning. Tonight it lifted on three. The cell at twenty-two-fourteen was the cell at twenty-two-fourteen.

Mara, low, into Tess's hair: "Tell me first."

"Always."

The word came out of Tess at the same air Mara's good had come out at. One word. The cell's final spoken piece.

✦ ✦ ✦

"Up the ladder."

Tess climbed.

Concrete an inch from her face. The fissure at the second knuckle. The mattress under her at the cadence it ran at. The catwalk hum above the south corridor at the level it ran at after the second shift's last count. The radiator at the foot of the lower bunk doing the small mechanical work it did at this hour of the night.

Below her, Mara settled onto the lower bunk. The cloth bundle was on the mattress at the foot. The folded sheet of paper was on the mattress at her thigh. The cell at twenty-two-twenty was at the angle of light it lived at after lights-out.

Tess put her right hand palm-down on her own chest.

Mara's breath, below her, found a cadence Tess had not heard for nine weeks of the rotation. Even. Long. The small deep arithmetic of a body that had counted out its own reserve and reached the end of it and was at the other side of having reached it. The breath that had not been there for four nights.

Mara was sleeping.

Tess listened. She listened for a long time. The breath deepened at the steady cadence and did not change. The cell held the line.

She listened to Mara breathe. After a while she slept too. The cell held the line
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Camille should have left after breakfast.

After one glamorous party in the hills, she wakes in Lucia Vale’s guest room with a borrowed robe beside the bed, her clothes being cleaned, and a note assuring her that nothing happened while she slept.

Then she meets Lucia downstairs.

Elegant, controlled, and dangerously perceptive, Lucia sees the things Camille tries to hide: the way she responds to praise, the way she blushes when corrected, the way she wants instruction before she is brave enough to ask for it.

Camille tells herself she is only curious.

Curious about the locked door downstairs.
Curious about Lucia’s private world.
Curious why surrender feels less like losing herself and more like finally being seen.

Under Lucia’s careful command, Camille is drawn into a world of silk, rules, obedience, public exhibition, and consensual power exchange. Every step is offered as a choice. Every yes pulls her deeper. Every command teaches her exactly how badly she wants to be good.

And when Lucia brings her to The Exchange, a private society where desire is witnessed, negotiated, and rewarded, Camille discovers that kneeling for the right woman may be the most honest thing she has ever done.

Her Summer Servant: A Lesbian Femdom Foot Worship Erotica

Mara Kessler expected a quiet summer of trail cleanup, college prep, and trying to figure out what came next.

Then she met Elise Hartwell.

Rich, beautiful, commanding, and effortlessly cruel, Elise is the kind of girl who does not ask to be obeyed. She simply expects it. Mara knows she should keep her distance, but every glance, every order, and every humiliating little task pulls her deeper into Elise’s world.

What begins with carrying tennis bags and rubbing tired feet becomes a summer of private service, dangerous obsession, and first-time surrender. Elise teaches Mara exactly where she belongs, and Mara discovers that submission can feel shameful, intoxicating, and impossible to resist.

Lesbian Romance Bundle (Naughty Collection)

Four sexy lesbian erotica stories to make you wet. Plenty of stories, romance, and sex scenes to make you want to read again and again.

Worst Thanksgiving Ever
Kathy is forced to stay at Kelly's home on Thanksgiving Night. After a series of unfortunate events, the two will be connected forever. The worst Thanksgiving dinner suddenly becomes an evening to be thankful for.

A Banging New Year
It’s New Year’s Eve and two enemies Ali and Nicole are confined together in a hotel room for a hot holiday.

Worth Falling For
A camping trip between best friends leads to new discoveries. This trip will finally allow them to be themselves around each other and express their true hidden feelings they had for one another.


Worth Falling For Again
Tori and Anne come up with a bet. "If you can resist me and not sleep with me for the next 3 days, I'll do whatever you want. But, if you can't resist me, you have to do what I want". The thought excites Anne in getting her lover to do anything she wanted, so she agrees.

Dark Lesbian Romance Bundle (Naughty Collection)

Four dark sexy lesbian erotica stories to make you wet. Plenty of stories, romance, and sex scenes to make you want to read again and again.

The Venice Vampire
It's 1795 and the lid on a coffin began to slide. What emerged was a beautiful young girl who was quite confused about where she was.. or who she was as well. Was she dead? She didn't know, but it didn't bother her much. Each night brought something new but always ended with a tasty meal...

Until Death
Porphyria was a great, tall woman, with strong arms and broad shoulders, and a hard face, but she was often called beautiful. She would do anything to get back her one true love, even if it means making a deal with a witch who's had her eye on her for quite some time, even if Porphyria doesn't feel the same way she'll pay the price for love.

Satan Needs Flesh
Cassie just turned 18 and was officially "all grown up". She received an invitation for her first Lodge meeting, a meeting so secret that not even family members are allowed to know what goes on. Little did she know that the Lodge had big plans for Cassie on New Year's Night, a ritual that could change the fate of the entire world if they can get her to go along with it that is.

Submitting To A Rival
Come to the back streets of Miami and you will find one of the most exclusive clubs, "The D Club". The members are all extremely wealthy women who are real-life dominatrixes. All their slaves and submissives are men and they must undergo a rigorous training and breaking process before they're allowed to serve a Mistress within the club.

This story concerns two of the foremost distinguished figures within the club, Mistress Celeste and Niko. These two are the toughest, hardest, most dominant women you may ever meet, and one of them had to submit to the other.

Who will come out on top? And who will be the bottom and be the club's first woman submissive?

The Prisoner Within: Lesbian Domination

Amy is convicted of her killing her daughter and nobody believes she's innocent. Her husband is divorcing her and she is left all alone in prison full of women who want her punished for her crime.

After a few weeks she meets Lexi who offers her a deal. Be her pet and she’ll protect her from the other women, or try to survive the rest of her sentence alone. Will she take the deal?


Books In This Series

Blackstone Prison

Blackstone Prison: Lockdown: Lesbian Femdom & Power Exchange

She entered prison as a disgraced executive. She became the possession of the woman who taught her how to survive.

Tess Calder once had money, status, and the polished arrogance of a woman who believed consequences were for other people. A wire fraud conviction takes it all away, sending her into Blackstone Women’s Correctional Unit with nothing but fear, pride, and a mouth that could get her badly hurt.

Blackstone is loud, brutal, and ruled by predators. Tess is soft, exposed, and unprepared for the rules of prison life.

Then Mara Voss notices her.

Mara is not gentle. She does not comfort. She controls. With quiet authority and absolute discipline, she teaches Tess how to stand, how to obey, how to survive, and how to surrender. What begins as protection becomes something darker, hotter, and far more intimate.

Tess knows she should resist Mara’s claim.

Instead, she starts craving it.

As prison politics tighten around them and enemies test the limits of Mara’s protection, Tess is forced to confront the truth: Blackstone may own her body, but Mara is the one who owns her obedience.

Blackstone Prison: Contraband: Lesbian Femdom & Power Exchange

Tess Calder learned the rules of Blackstone Prison the hard way. She learned the rules of Cell 114 — *Mara's* rules — somewhere quieter, and she stopped fighting them months ago. *Down. Sink. Eyes here.* The morning ritual has the weight of furniture that doesn't get moved.

Then a contraband line starts moving through D-Block. The bundle under Tess's mattress is signed in a hand the cell already knows.

Captain Evans wants Mara to fold. The administration wants a name. The women on the tier want to see whether the former corrections officer who runs Cell 114 still has the discipline to keep her cellmate out of the file — or whether her cellmate is the one thing she can't keep her hands off of long enough to survive this.

Mara has a rule for that, too. *Tell me first.*

Tess is going to find out what it costs to keep it.
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