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Chapter 1

The transport bus smelled of diesel exhaust, stale sweat, and the sour, pervasive metallic tang of fear.

Tess Calder stared straight ahead at the scarred metal grating separating the prisoners from the armed transport officers. Her wrists ached, already scraped raw against the steel handcuffs. The thick chain linking her wrists to the waist-belt dug sharply into her ribs every time the bus hit a pothole, a grinding, physical reminder of exactly what she had lost.

She was twenty-nine years old. Six months ago, she had been a junior Vice President of Finance at a boutique firm in Seattle. She had worn three-hundred-dollar silk blouses to work, drank fifteen-dollar lattes, and controlled millions of dollars in client assets with a few keystrokes. She had operated under the absolute certainty that she was the smartest person in any room, moving money where it shouldn’t have been moved, convinced her intellect made her untouchable.

Now she wore a stiff, bright orange county jumper that smelled faintly of industrial laundry detergent and someone else’s dried vomit. Her wrists were pinned to her waist like an animal being hauled to the slaughterhouse. She had been sentenced to thirty-six months for wire fraud, a number the judge had delivered with a cold, hammer-like finality that Tess still hadn’t fully digested. Thirty-six months. Three years. One thousand, ninety-five days.

Tess clenched her jaw until her teeth ached, consciously forcing her breathing to slow. *You are not going to cry.*

She had made that promise to herself the second the gavel fell. She would not let them see her break. Not the guards, not the smirking women in the courthouse holding cell, and definitely not the other inmates sitting chained beside her on this violently vibrating bus. There were fourteen other women in the back of the transport. Most were silent. One, sitting directly behind Tess, had been sobbing in a low, broken hitch for the last forty miles. It was a pathetic, whimpering sound that set Tess’s teeth on edge. It sounded like weakness. It sounded like exactly what Tess was desperately trying entirely to avoid feeling.

She wasn’t panicked, she told herself firmly. She was angry. Panic was for victims. Anger was armor. Anger meant she still had some shred of control, some sharp edge to cut with if anyone got too close.

Through the reinforced, wire-crossed window of the bus, the sprawling, gray concrete geometry of Blackstone Women’s Correctional Unit finally dragged into view. The facility sat against the horizon like a brutal scar gouged into the earth. It was fortified by layer after layer of endless razor wire that glinted silver under the harsh midday sun. Two fortified watchtowers flanked the steel gates, their dark glass windows obscuring the guards carrying rifles inside.

Tess’s stomach twisted hard, a cold, heavy stone dropping into her pelvis. The reality of the architecture slammed into her chest, genuinely stealing her breath for a long, agonizing second.

The bus lurched forward, engaging the intake dock. The air brakes hissed loudly. It sounded like a massive exhale, a dragon settling in to digest its next meal. The automated exterior gate groaned open, swallowing the bus into the shadowed, cavernous interior docking bay. The sudden loss of sunlight felt like a physical blow. The heavy gate rolled shut behind them with a booming, reverberating crash that vibrated through the floorboards of the bus and right up through the soles of Tess’s cheap canvas shoes.

“Alright, ladies,” a transport officer barked from the front, slapping a composite nightstick against the metal partition. “End of the line. Stand up.”

Tess struggled to her feet. The chain connecting her waist-belt to her ankle cuffs rattled loudly, blending into the collective, horrific percussion of fourteen other women rising in chains. The woman next to her, a stringy girl with a severely bruised jaw and sunken eyes, bumped into Tess’s shoulder as the bus rocked. Tess recoiled automatically, her skin crawling.

“Watch it,” Tess snapped. Her voice came out sharper, harsher than she intended, a razor-edge defense mechanism deployed to cover up the hollow, echoing core of pure panic blooming in her chest.

The girl flinched, shrinking back, but a guard was already moving aggressively down the narrow aisle, rings of keys clattering at his belt. They were herded out of the bus single-file, shuffling clumsily down the metal stairs into the floodlit, subterranean processing area.

The noise was immediate, chaotic, and deafening. Radios squawked in bursts of static. Reinforced steel doors slammed shut with booming finality. COs barked orders, their boots echoing forcefully on the scuffed linoleum floor.

Intake at Blackstone was not just a process. It was a machine perfectly designed and implemented to strip a human being down to their absolute baseline, to surgically remove anything resembling individuality, dignity, or previous status. The line moved at an agonizing crawl. Tess kept her spine rigidly straight, her chin tilted up, wrapping her fury around herself like a thermal blanket. She focused on the back of the head of the woman in front of her, trying to tune out the cacophony.

“Name and number,” the intake officer demanded. Tess had finally reached the reinforced wire-glass partition. The woman behind the glass didn’t even look up from her screen, her face bored and exhausted.

“Teresa Calder. Inmate 08472-04.” Tess’s voice was crisp, carrying the clipped, authoritative cadence she used to use with underperforming interns.

“Teresa’s dead. You’re Calder here,” the guard replied in a monotone, finally glancing up with utterly dead eyes. She pushed a gray plastic, hospital-style bin through the slot under the glass. “Everything you brought with you goes in the bin. Jewelry, hair ties, whatever. Stripped down. Now. Into the hold.”

The intake holding room offered less than zero privacy. It was a square, freezing room constructed of pale green cinder blocks and lit by aggressively buzzing white fluorescent tubes that made everyone’s skin look sick. Half a dozen other women from the bus were already undressing, peeling off their orange county jumpers. Two female corrections officers stood by the far wall, their arms crossed, watching the new arrivals strip.

Tess gripped the rough edge of her jumper near the collar. Her hands were shaking. She dug her fingernails into the fleshy part of her palms, pressing until the sharp, bright pain grounded her runaway thoughts. *Do not let them see you shake. Do not give them the satisfaction.*

She pulled the jumper off, stepping out of the thick material. The air-conditioned chill of the room hit her skin, raising immediate goosebumps. She unhooked her bra, avoiding eye contact with anyone, adding it to the gray bin, followed by her underwear.

She stood there, entirely naked, her skin pale and exposed under the surgical lighting. She instinctively crossed her arms over her chest, trying to make herself smaller.

“Let’s go, Calder,” one of the COs barked, pulling a pair of blue latex gloves on with a loud snap. The officer pointed a pen toward the center of the room. “Arms by your sides. Step up to the yellow tape.”

Humiliation, hot, thick, and suffocating, seared through Tess’s throat. She bit the inside of her cheek hard enough to taste the distinct, metallic flavor of copper. She dropped her arms, exposing her breasts. She stepped forward so the tips of her toes touched the faded yellow line painted on the concrete.

“Legs shoulder-width apart,” the CO ordered.

Tess spread her legs.

“Lift your arms straight out. Open your mouth. Lift your tongue. Widen your cheeks inside. Turn around. Run your fingers through your hair. Now bend over and spread your cheeks. Cough hard.”

The commands were delivered in a flat, rapid-fire, mechanical rhythm. The officer wasn’t sadistic. She wasn’t leering. It was entirely, brutally dismissive. To the guard, Tess wasn’t a twenty-nine-year-old woman with a degree in finance. She was an object to be inspected. She was a unit of inventory entering a warehouse.

Tess bent over, her face burning so fiercely she thought the skin might blister. She coughed, the sound echoing pathetically in the tiled room.

When the visual search was finally complete, the CO pointed to a bank of open stalls. “Delousing shower. Two minutes. Use the soap provided. Scrub everywhere. If I think you’re faking it, we start over.”

The water was tepid, oscillating between lukewarm and freezing, and the water pressure was practically non-existent. The state-issued soap was a harsh, yellow bar that smelled aggressively of industrial chemicals and sulfur. Tess stood beneath the sterile trickle, scrubbing herself raw, pushing the harsh lather into her scalp, over her shoulders, down her legs. She wanted to scrub away the feeling of the transport bus, the gaze of the judge, the lingering touch of the intake room. She wanted to wash away the cloying, clambering terror that was threatening to drown her.

When the two minutes were up, the water cut off automatically.

Shivering hard, dripping wet on the cold floor, she was handed a thin, scratchy towel. She dried off in a rush. Next came down the line to receive her new life.

It came in a rough, stiff stack of cotton and polyester. Two sports bras that offered virtually no support and flattened her chest. Three pairs of cheap, oversized cotton underwear. Two generic gray t-shirts, and two sets of Blackstone-issue khakis and dark-green button-down overshirts. Everything was stamped firmly with the bold black letters *BWCU* across the back.

Tess dressed quickly, her damp skin catching on the stiff fabric. Even in a prison uniform, her corporate instincts refused to fully die. She couldn’t help fixing her collar, folding it down crisply. She tucked the gray t-shirt into the stiff khakis, trying to smooth out the excess fabric, attempting to forcefully impose some microscopic sliver of order onto the chaotic reality of her situation. She laced up the heavy, unbending black boots they issued her. They were half a size too big, chafing her heels.

“Listen up,” a large guard with a clipboard shouted, stepping into the center of the dressing room. “Welcome to Blackstone. You are now property of the state. You will speak when spoken to. You will walk where directed. You will stand for count at zero-six-hundred and nineteen-hundred hours without exception, or you will rot in solitary. Move out to the main corridor. Follow the yellow line.”

Tess stepped out of the processing center and joined the line of women. The steel door of intake buzzed and clicked open, and they were marched forward.

The walk into the facility proper was a profound sensory assault. The air completely changed here. It wasn’t the chemical sterility of the medical or intake wings anymore; it was the smell of hundreds of confined, sweating bodies, institutional food that had been boiled for hours, damp concrete, and old rusted iron. The noise level was incredible. It echoed endlessly off the high cinder block walls—shouting, harsh laughter, the rhythmic, metallic clanging of doors, the incessant hum of massive industrial ventilation units trying and failing to cycle the stale air.

They walked down a long, incredibly wide corridor. The ceiling, thirty feet above them, was caged in steel mesh. The guards flanking the line didn’t speak to them, only gesturing sharply with their batons when they needed the line to turn left or right.

Finally, they reached a massive steel bulkhead door with heavily reinforced glass. Stenciled above it in peeling black letters was *D-BLOCK*.

The lead guard slapped a hand against the glass window and nodded to an unseen officer in the security bubble inside. A mechanical clunk reverberated through the steel, shaking the floor beneath Tess’s ill-fitting boots. The electronic whine of the motorized sliding gate followed. The massive door rolled aggressively to the left.

“Keep moving,” the guard ordered, pushing Tess lightly but firmly between the shoulder blades to get her walking.

Tess stepped forward, passing the threshold.

If the main corridor had been loud, D-Block was deafening. It was a massive, two-tiered open expanse, lined on both sides by long rows of cells. The catwalks above for the second level were caged floor-to-ceiling in steel mesh to prevent bodies from being thrown over. In the expansive central common area on the ground floor, large metal tables were bolted directly to the concrete. The tables were surrounded by large clusters of women in green and gray.

It wasn’t chaos, Tess realized within the first five seconds of standing there. Her analytical brain, the one pattern-recognition engine that had made her a brilliant financial VP, kicked in automatically. It was a highly structured, complex ecosystem.

She could feel the eyes landing on her and the other new arrivals immediately. The sheer volume of the noise in the block didn’t stop, but the pitch noticeably shifted. Heads turned. Conversations muted slightly as the new meat was assessed, weighed, and categorized. Tess kept her jaw set, her expression wiped perfectly, blankly clean. She was a corporate shark; she knew exactly how to walk into a hostile, predatory boardroom and own her space.

But this wasn’t a boardroom, and she was an idiot for trying to map her old world onto this new one. The rules here were entirely different, written in violence, territory, and social leverage—currencies she did not possess and did not know how to earn.

“You three, upper tier. You two, bottom tier. Cell 114,” the escorting guard announced over the din, tossing a thin bundle of rolled bedding—a scratchy wool blanket and a thin, heavily stained pillow—at Tess. She caught it awkwardly against her chest, almost dropping it. “Top bunk. You’ve got a cellmate already in there. Lockdown count is in two hours. Get to your cell. Get settled.”

The guards retreated to the security bubble at the front of the block. The second the steel door slid shut and locked behind them, the entire atmosphere of the block shifted violently. The extremely thin veneer of institutional, state control vanished, immediately replaced by the block’s true, internal authority.

Tess clutched her bedding tight against her chest and began navigating down the wide central walkway toward the lower tier, searching the stenciled black numbers painted above the cell doors. 108. 110.

A woman stepped out from between two of the metal common tables, deliberately and solidly blocking Tess’s path. She was broad-shouldered and thick through the waist, with a jagged, poorly healed scar running through her left eyebrow. She favored Tess with a deeply challenging stare. Almost instantly, two other women drifted over and flanked the scarred woman, forming a physical wall and closing the space around Tess.

“New girl,” the scarred woman said. Her voice was a grating, smoker’s rasp that carried easily over the noise. She looked Tess up and down, a slow, predatory, insulting assessment that made the tiny hairs on the back of Tess’s neck prickle with raw terror. “You look soft. Really soft. What are you, check fraud? Corporate embezzlement?”

Tess stopped walking. Her heart slammed against her ribs like a panicked, trapped bird. She tightened her grip on her rolled-up bedding until her knuckles turned stark white.

“Excuse me,” Tess said. She aimed for cold, aristocratic indifference, meant to dismiss the woman entirely, but even to her own ears, she heard the slight, pathetic tremor in her voice.

“Excuse me,” one of the flanking women mocked immediately, letting out a sharp, hyena-like laugh. “Oh, she’s polite. Good manners on this one.”

“You want to walk through my common area, through my space, you pay a toll, princess,” the scarred woman said, taking a deliberate half-step closer. The smell of unwashed hair and stale sweat hit Tess. “Commissary day is Tuesday. You’re going to buy me two pouches of coffee and three packs of tampons. Every Tuesday. Or maybe we just drag you into the laundry room and take those nice shiny new boots off you right now.”

Fear, completely cold and diamond-sharp, flooded Tess’s veins. She took a quick half-step back, her corporate defense mechanisms utterly useless, entirely stripped away by the raw physical threat. She quickly considered screaming for the guards in the bubble, but she knew exactly what that would mark her as. A snitch. A victim. Prey. It would only delay the beating, not prevent it.

She opened her mouth, her panic alchemizing into a sharp, angry, self-destructive retort that was perched on her tongue. She was ready to tell this woman exactly where she could shove her toll, regardless of the consequences.

But before she could speak, the atmosphere in the block changed again.

It wasn’t a sound. It was the complete opposite. It was a rapid, total absence of sound.

The low hum of conversation at the tables nearest to them abruptly died out, spreading outward like a wave. The scarred woman—who had been radiating aggression—suddenly paused, her jaw tightening. A flicker of genuine hesitation flashed across her scarred features as her gaze darted past Tess’s shoulder.

“Kendra,” a voice said.

The voice wasn’t loud. It wasn’t a shout or a bark. It was exceptionally low, perfectly calm, and yet it cut through the ambient noise of the cell block with an absolute, unarguable weight of authority.

Tess turned her head just slightly to look.

A woman stood near the end of the nearest metal table. She looked to be in her mid-thirties. She was tall—a few inches taller than Tess—with severely dark hair pulled back into a tight, utilitarian braid that left her sharp cheekbones exposed. Her prison-issue clothes didn’t hang off her in boxy folds like they did on everyone else; they looked clean, precisely fitted, worn almost as if they were a military uniform. There was a visible, anchoring stillness to her, a remarkable economy of movement that radiated immense danger without requiring a single flexed muscle.

She wasn’t posturing. She simply existed, and the air in the cell block seemed to physically bend and reorganize itself around her.

“Mara,” the scarred woman—Kendra—said. Her grating voice dropped half an octave, losing the sharp edge of its bluster. She offered a nervous, placating smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Just welcoming the fresh fish. Showing her around.”

“You’re crowding the walkway,” Mara said. She didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t take a single step closer. Her hands rested casually by her sides. She just held Kendra’s gaze with relentlessly dark, dead-calm eyes.

“It’s just a conversation,” Kendra muttered, but the tension humming in her broad shoulders gave her away completely. She was backing down. She knew she was outmatched, and she was seeking a way to retreat without losing face in front of the block.

“The walkway,” Mara repeated softly. Just the noun. No threat attached, because the threat was implicitly understood.

Kendra’s jaw tightened visibly, her face flushing, but she jerked her head sharply at her two followers. “Let’s go. Not worth the headache.”

They stepped aside, the wall of bodies parting like water around a stone.

Tess stood entirely frozen in the middle of the aisle, clutching her bedding to her chest like a shield, her breathing terribly shallow. She stared at the woman named Mara. Three softly spoken words had just cleared a path that Tess had been prepared to bleed for.

Mara turned her dark eyes on Tess.

The impact of that physical gaze was like getting hit in the chest. It felt exactly like being stripped naked all over again in the freezing intake room, only this time, the person looking was actually seeing all of her. Mara didn’t look at Tess with predatory hunger, and she didn’t look at her with amusement or mockery. She looked at Tess with a clinical, terrifying, deeply intelligent assessment.

Tess’s defensive anger—the fury that had carried her through the bus ride and the strip search, the anger that had nearly flared at Kendra—withered instantly into dust under that calm look. Instead, a bizarre, shameful, intensely hot flush crept rapidly up Tess’s throat and bloomed across her cheeks. Under the weight of Mara’s stare, Tess felt an overwhelming, loud instinctive urge in the back of her brain to lower her eyes. Subordinate herself. Yield.

She fought it viciously. She forced her chin up, locking her knees and meeting Mara’s gaze, trying to project a rigid strength she absolutely did not possess.

Mara noticed the tiny, defiant movement. Her lips curved up just a fraction of a millimeter—not a smile, just an acknowledgment of Tess’s effort. It was infuriating. It was belittling.

“Cell 114 is twenty feet that way,” Mara said. Her voice dropped into that same quiet, steady, mesmerizing cadence. “Walk.”

It wasn’t a helpful suggestion from a fellow inmate. It was a direct, irrefutable command from a superior. And the absolutely most terrifying part of the entire exchange wasn’t that Mara had given the order. The terrifying part was how quickly, how seamlessly Tess’s body recognized the command and ached to obey it. By the time Tess’s brain caught up, her right boot was already shifting forward.

“I can find it,” Tess snapped, jerking herself still, her voice brittle and defensive, trying to claw back some scrap of autonomy.

Mara didn’t react to the attitude. She didn’t roll her eyes or sneer. She just held the silence between them, letting Tess’s defiant, high-pitched words hang in the air for five long, agonizing seconds until they sounded completely foolish, petulant, and small. Only then did Mara step directly forward, smoothly closing the distance between them until they were standing less than a foot apart. Up close, beneath the institutional smells of the block, Mara smelled grounding and dark. Like clean, harsh lye soap and old cedar.

“You’re shaking,” Mara noted softly, her eyes flicking downward for a fraction of a second to Tess’s white-knuckled grip on the wool blanket roll.

“I’m fine,” Tess forced out, though her heart was hammering an uneven rhythm against her ribs.

“You’re terrified,” Mara corrected with absolute, terrifying calm. “You’re terrified, and you have a sharp mouth you don’t know how to guard. That combination is going to get you badly hurt in here.”

“I don’t need your damn advice.”

“It wasn’t advice,” Mara said, her tone utterly flat, draining all the heat from the conversation. “Kendra will be back the second I look away. She thinks you’re weak, and she’s right. You have no idea where you are, Calder.”

Tess swallowed hard, her throat clicking audibly, her chest incredibly tight. “Why do you care?”

Mara tilted her head just a fraction, her dark, bottomless eyes pinning Tess in place so thoroughly Tess couldn’t have moved if the building caught fire. There was a massive, stifling weight to Mara’s attention, a dark dominance that completely bypassed all of Tess’s corporate, intellectual defenses and settled low and hot directly in her stomach.

“Because I hate a mess,” Mara said quietly, her voice almost a whisper meant only for Tess. “And you look exactly like a mess waiting to happen.”

Mara stepped a half-inch closer, moving entirely into Tess’s personal space until the air between them was practically nonexistent. Tess completely froze. Her breath caught tight and panicked in her throat as Mara slowly, deliberately reached out.

Mara’s strong, long fingers brushed the stiff collar of Tess’s green prison overshirt. It was the briefest touch, but the heat of her hand radiated through the rough fabric straight to Tess’s skin, sending a violent, electric shiver through her system.

Mara deliberately smoothed the wrinkled, upturned edge of the collar, pressing it flat against Tess’s collarbone with a slow, methodical downward slide of her thumb. The gesture was shockingly, obscenely intimate in the middle of a crowded, loud cell block watched by a hundred women. It wasn’t friendly. It was intensely, undeniably territorial. It was a visible claim.

“Go to your cell, Calder. And stay there until count,” Mara commanded softly, leaving her hand over Tess’s heart for one beat longer than necessary before dropping it back to her side.

Tess didn’t argue this time. She couldn’t have formed a word if she tried. Her pulse was roaring so loudly in her ears she was certain Mara could hear every beat of it. The fight, the anger, the sharp-edged defiance had drained entirely out of her, instantly replaced by a confusing, paralyzing sense of submission that terrified her infinitely more than Kendra’s threats ever could.

Tess broke eye contact, a physical admission of defeat, turned on her heel, and walked rigidly toward the open door of Cell 114.

She could feel Mara watching her the entire way, a heavy pressure between her shoulder blades that guided her steps. She walked inside the cramped, concrete box that would be her home for the next three years and stopped cold.

The lower bunk was already made. The blanket was pulled tight as a drumhead, hospital corners crisp at the foot, a single book squared against the pillow. A pair of polished boots sat aligned beneath the bedframe, toes flush with the edge of the concrete. The entire bunk read like a piece of property that had been claimed and held for years.

Tess didn’t need a placard to know whose cell this was.

She dropped her bedding onto the bare upper mattress.

The prison was terrifying. The noise was unbearable. Her life, the life she had built and fought for, was officially and completely over.

But as Tess sat heavily on the lower bunk’s edge, careful not to disturb the territory clearly belonging to its owner, burying her face softly in her hands, the only thing her traitorous mind could focus on was the lingering, phantom pressure of Mara’s thumb smoothing down her collar, and the deep, terrifying realization that she already desperately wanted that hand on her again. Her collarbone burned in a thin, hot line exactly where the calloused thumb had pressed. Lower, somewhere under her ribs, a warmth had settled and refused to leave. She pressed her thighs tighter together against the edge of the bunk and didn’t let herself name what that warmth was.


Chapter 2

The noise in D-Block didn’t stop when the sun went down. If anything, it merely changed shape, morphing from the dull, industrial roar of daytime operations into something sharper, more predatory, and infinitely more dangerous.

Tess Calder sat on the edge of her standard-issue mattress, her knees pulled tight to her chest, her back pressed against the cold, painted cinderblock wall. The mattress felt less like a place to sleep and more like a slab in a morgue—thin, unyielding, and smelling faintly of ammonia and somebody else’s old sweat. Her prison-issue uniform hung wrong on her shoulders, the stiff cotton scrubbing uncomfortably against her skin every time she took a breath. She was twenty-nine years old, and until forty-eight hours ago, she had believed she possessed an ironclad grip on her own life.

She had been a woman who knew how to command a room. She knew how to present herself in court, how to freeze out men who interrupted her, how to use silence as a weapon.

Now, wrapped in the aggressive acoustics of the cell block, she was nothing but exposed nerve endings and barely contained panic.

She hated the openness of it. That was the first thing she hadn’t been prepared for. Her cell—Cell 114, lower tier—was basically a concrete box with a front wall entirely composed of steel bars. There was no privacy. Zero. Every time she shifted on the narrow upper bunk, she could feel eyes on her. The sounds of eighty other women talking, laughing, arguing, trading secrets, and establishing dominance echoed off the hard surfaces, creating a chaotic din that made it impossible to think.

Tess set her jaw, forcing her face into a mask of boredom and irritation. It was the only armor she had left. She told herself that she was fine, that these women were nothing to her, that she could do her time locked inside her own head.

But her hands, gripping the scratchy gray wool of her blanket, were trembling.

She needed to stop shaking. If they saw her shaking, she was dead meat.

“Check out the new meat.”

The voice was a lazy drawl, carrying effortlessly from the walkway just outside her cell.

Tess didn’t look up immediately, relying on the instinct she’d honed in city boardrooms: if you don’t acknowledge the threat, maybe it walks by. But a shadow fell across her floor, blocking out the harsh fluorescent light from the corridor.

Tess snapped her head up, her defensive anger flaring automatically.

Leaning against the bars of her cell was a tall woman with dark hair pulled back in tight braids and a smirk that promised nothing but trouble. She was wearing her uniform modified—sleeves rolled up tight to show off tattooed biceps, the collar popped, giving her a look of casual, practiced intimidation. This was Kendra Pike. Tess had heard the name whispered during the intake march. Kendra was one of the women who ran the black market on D-Block, or at least thought she did, and she looked at Tess exactly the way a bored cat looks at a cornered mouse.

“You look like you got lost on your way to a country club, fresh fish,” Kendra said, her tone conversational but loud enough for the neighboring cells to hear. A couple of low laughs echoed from down the tier.

Tess’s heart hammered against her ribs, a trapped bird. She pushed herself up off the wall, dropping her feet to the concrete floor, making sure her posture was straight. “I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be,” she snapped, her voice coming out a little sharper, a little thinner than she intended. “Now do me a favor and find somewhere else to stand.”

Kendra’s smirk deepened. She stepped closer, hooking her fingers loosely through the steel crossbars. “Oh, she’s got a mouth on her. That’s cute. You think you’re tough because you talked back to the judge? Out here, you don’t even know how to stand correctly.” Kendra tilted her head, her gaze sweeping over Tess in a slow, insulting appraisal. “You’re shaking, princess. You’re wearing the uniform, but you’re still trying to act like a civilian. It’s a bad look. Makes me want to fix it for you.”

The threat was implicit, dripping with a territorial confidence that made Tess’s stomach drop. Kendra wasn’t just posturing; she was testing the perimeter, seeing what Tess would do, seeing who would step in, seeing exactly how easily Tess could be broken.

Tess stood up, crossing the tiny space of her cell until she was a foot away from the bars. She held Kendra’s gaze, refusing to blink, even as her pulse roared in her ears. “I don’t need you to fix anything. Back off.”

“Or what?” Kendra whispered, leaning in so her face was inches from the steel.

“Kendra.”

The single word cut through the heavy, humid air of the block. It wasn’t shouted. It wasn’t even particularly loud. But it carried an unmistakable, absolute authority that silenced the immediate vicinity.

Kendra stiffened. The lazy, predatory slouch vanished, replaced by a sudden, rigid awareness. She didn’t look back over her shoulder, but her eyes flicked past Tess’s shoulder, mapping the space on the walkway.

Tess looked past Kendra.

Mara Voss was standing three feet away.

Tess had noticed her during intake. It was impossible not to. In a place where everyone was either shouting to establish dominance, cowering to avoid it, or shuffling in the dull apathy of routine, Mara Voss moved with the calm, measured precision of someone who owned the concrete she walked on.

Mara didn’t look like a prisoner. She stood like a corrections officer. She held her shoulders back, her hands loosely clasped behind her back in a parade-rest stance that spoke of years of institutional habit. She wasn’t leaning, she wasn’t posing. She simply existed in the space, and the space accommodated her. She was thirty-six, tall, with severely dark hair pulled back in a tight, utilitarian braid, and eyes the color of wet basalt—deep, steady, and entirely unbothered.

“You’re crowding the walkway, Kendra,” Mara said. Her voice was steady, pitched low, devoid of anger or threat. It was merely a statement of fact that required immediate correction.

Kendra slowly unhooked her fingers from Tess’s bars and took a half-step back. There was a flicker of something in Kendra’s eyes—not fear, exactly, but a deep, territorial resentment mixed with an undeniable, possessive spark. “Just welcoming the new girl, Mara. Showing her the ropes.”

“She doesn’t need your version of the ropes,” Mara replied softly. “Move along.”

Kendra hesitated for a fraction of a second, just long enough to try and save face, then offered Mara a slow, dark wink that pointedly ignored Tess completely. “See you around.” She turned and strolled down the tier, her posture deliberately loose, projecting a casualness that fooled no one.

Tess stood frozen, her hands still curled into tight fists at her sides. She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, the tension bleeding out of a space just below her ribs. She had been saved. She should be grateful.

But as Mara turned those dark, analytical eyes on her, Tess felt the exact opposite of relief.

Mara stepped up to the bars, taking the exact spot Kendra had just vacated, but the energy was entirely different. Kendra had been crowding, trying to consume oxygen. Mara was just observing, dissecting.

Those eyes dragged over Tess. They took in the rigid spine, the raised chin, the way Tess’s fingernails were biting into her own palms. Mara didn’t just look at her; she read her. She read the panic Tess was trying to hide behind her anger. She read the sheer, overwhelming terror that was vibrating through Tess’s nervous system.

It was humiliating, this level of exposure.

Tess felt naked under that gaze. She wanted to snap at Mara, the way she had snapped at Kendra. She wanted to tell her to back off, to mind her own business. But the words died in her throat. There was something about Mara’s stillness that made defiance seem not just useless, but childish.

“You’re projecting,” Mara said, her voice dropping so only Tess could hear. It was smooth, devoid of any mocking edge, which somehow made it worse.

“I’m fine,” Tess said automatically, her voice tight.

“You’re terrified,” Mara corrected calmly. “And you’re trying to cover it with attitude. It’s loud. It makes you a target.”

Tess’s jaw hardened. She gripped the bars, leaning in slightly, trying to reclaim some of the authority she felt slipping away. “I didn’t ask for your help. I don’t owe you anything for chasing her off.”

Mara’s expression didn’t change. The corner of her mouth didn’t even twitch. “Don’t flatter yourself, Calder. I didn’t step in to rescue you. I stepped in because Kendra’s boredom creates noise, and I prefer my block quiet.”

The dismissal stung, sharp and immediate. Tess blinked, momentarily thrown. “Your block?”

“My tier,” Mara specified, her eyes never leaving Tess’s face. “People who live near me keep it orderly. You look like you’re about to shatter and take a handful of people down with you just from the shrapnel.”

“I’m not going to shatter,” Tess ground out, leaning closer to the steel. The smell of Mara—clean soap, maybe a hint of institutional bleach, but mostly just a crisp, cold neutrality—drifted through the bars.

“Good. See that you don’t.” Mara didn’t move back as Tess leaned in. If anything, her gaze intensified, locking onto Tess with a weight that made it hard to breathe. “Because if you do, I won’t step in to save you. Understand this right now: I don’t run a charity. I don’t barter for favors. I don’t want your commissary, I don’t want your gratitude, and I certainly don’t trade protection for anything you think you have to offer.”

Tess flushed, a hot wave of embarrassment washing over her face. The implication was clear, and it made her blood boil. “I wasn’t offering anything.”

“And I’m making sure you never try,” Mara said seamlessly. “You survive in here by understanding exactly what is expected of you, and delivering it. No more, no less. Your problem, Calder, is that you’re acting like you still have a say in your environment.”

“I’m still a person,” Tess shot back, her voice shaking.

“You’re an inmate,” Mara said softly, the word landing with the heavy finality of a gavel. “The sooner you stop fighting that reality, the sooner you can stop vibrating like a struck bell.”

Before Tess could formulate a response to that perfectly aimed strike, a harsh electronic buzzer ripped through the block, deafening in its suddenness.

“STAND FOR COUNT!”

The shout from the lower floor echoed up the concrete stairwells. The block shifted dynamically. The hum of conversation died instantly. Women stepped up to the steel bars of their cells, gripping the metal, facing forward.

“Count,” Mara murmured, stepping past Tess into the cell with the practiced economy of someone who had walked this exact line a thousand times. The cell door began to slide on its track. “Stand at your bars. Face the walkway. Hands visible. Do not speak.”

Tess wanted to rebel. Her instinct was to turn her back, to sit on her bed and refuse to participate in the degrading ritual. But Mara’s eyes were still on her, holding a quiet expectation that felt heavier than any threat Kendra had leveled.

Slowly, hating herself for it, Tess turned and squared her shoulders to the bars, gripping the cold steel with both hands.

A quiet metallic shift behind her made every nerve in her spine light up. Mara had moved off the walkway and stepped into the cell—into *their* cell—with the deliberate, unhurried stride of a woman returning to her own territory. She took up her own position at the bars a careful arm’s length to Tess’s right. Perfect posture. Chin level. Hands resting lightly on the middle crossbar. She looked exactly like an officer standing inspection, fully in command of herself and her space.

Booted footsteps echoed on the metal grating of the walkway. Officer Dorsey, a broad-shouldered CO with a perpetually sour expression, was marching down the tier, a clipboard in her hand. She was counting off numbers, her eyes sweeping each cell with practiced suspicion.

“One-ten, present. One-twelve, present.” Dorsey marched closer. She stopped in front of Tess’s cell.

Tess swallowed hard, keeping her eyes locked on the gray cinderblock wall across the corridor. She was doing it right. She was standing still.

Dorsey paused, tapping a pen against her clipboard. She looked Tess up and down, taking in the rigid stance, the pale, tight face, the lingering defiance in the set of Tess’s jaw. Her eyes flicked sideways to Mara, then back to Tess, and a slow, unpleasant smile touched her lips at the new arrangement.

“You look tense, Calder,” Dorsey noted, her voice flat. “First night jitters?”

Tess didn’t answer. She remembered Mara’s instruction: *Do not speak.*

Dorsey stepped closer, until her face was inches from the other side of the bars. “I asked you a question, inmate.”

Tess’s heart hammered. She forced herself to speak, her voice tight. “No, sir.” She cursed herself internally. “Ma’am.”

“Look at me when you speak to me.”

Tess shifted her gaze, looking Dorsey in the eye. It took everything she had not to glare.

Dorsey stared back, a slow, unpleasant smile touching her lips. “Your uniform is a mess. Collar is popped. You think you’re styling in here? You think you’re special?”

“No,” Tess said, her voice cracking slightly.

“Fix it.” Dorsey ordered.

Tess let go of the bars, her hands shaking as she reached up to fold the stiff collar of her uniform down, attempting to smooth the rough fabric against her collarbones. She felt small. She felt stupid. She felt entirely under someone else’s boot. It was a petty power play, but it worked. It cracked her resolve right down the middle, reminding her that in this place, she belonged to the state, represented by this woman with the clipboard.

“Hands back on the bars,” Dorsey snapped before Tess had even dropped them.

Tess snapped her hands back onto the steel.

Dorsey watched her for another long moment, letting the silence stretch, letting the humiliation settle deep into Tess’s bones. Finally, satisfied that she had asserted her dominance, Dorsey marked her clipboard. “One-fourteen, both present. Evening, Voss.”

“Evening, Boss,” Mara replied, her tone perfectly neutral, respectful but entirely unbroken.

Dorsey moved on, the heavy thud of her boots fading down the walkway.

Tess sagged against the bars, her forehead resting against the cold metal, her breath coming in ragged, shallow gasps. She closed her eyes, fighting back the humiliating sting of tears. She had thought she was tough. She had thought she could handle the guards. It had taken exactly thirty seconds of targeted attention to make her feel entirely helpless.

“Look at me.”

The voice came from a careful arm’s length to her right, low and steady.

Tess didn’t want to look. She didn’t want Mara to see the tears she was ruthlessly trying to swallow down. But the command carried a weight that simply didn’t allow for refusal.

Tess turned her head, still gripping the bars, and met Mara’s eyes across the small distance of the shared cell.

Mara was standing exactly as she had been before. She hadn’t relaxed her posture. She was watching Tess with that same clinical, unreadable gaze.

“She did that because you invited it,” Mara said softly.

Tess’s eyes flashed with fresh anger. “I didn’t do anything! I just stood here!”

“You vibrated,” Mara corrected, her voice dropping lower, cutting under the returning hum of the block as the count concluded. “You projected defiance while physically complying. Guards hate that. It makes them want to break you to see if the compliance is real. You gave her a target, so she took the shot.”

Tess gripped the bars tighter. “So what am I supposed to do? Roll over? Kiss her boots?”

“You are supposed to control yourself,” Mara said, the words sharp and clean as a scalpel. “You let her see that she got to you. You let her see that adjusting your collar humiliated you. You gave away your power for free.”

Tess swallowed, the tightness in her throat making it hard to speak. The worst part was that Mara was right. The correction cut through Tess’s defensive bullshit with surgical precision. It was exactly what had happened.

“I don’t know how to do this,” Tess whispered, the confession tearing out of her before she could stop it. It was the truest thing she had said in days.

Mara didn’t offer sympathy. She didn’t offer a comforting smile. Her expression remained completely closed, but the quality of her attention shifted, deepening into something far more intense and focused.

“No, you don’t,” Mara agreed evenly. “You are a liability to yourself, and you are a disruption to my tier. I don’t tolerate noise, Calder. And right now, your internal panic is the loudest thing on the block.”

Tess felt a strange, terrifying shiver slide down her spine. The way Mara spoke—it wasn’t bullying. It wasn’t the aggressive posturing Kendra had used. It was absolute certainty. Mara looked at a chaotic, terrifying world and decided exactly how it was going to run in her immediate vicinity.

And right now, she was looking at Tess.

“So what happens now?” Tess asked, her voice trembling slightly. Not out of fear of what Mara might do to her physically, but out of a sudden, deep intuition that Mara was about to step past her defenses entirely, right to the center of where she was broken.

Mara took a slow, deliberate step closer. The cramped cell offered no real distance to close, but Mara’s nearness shifted the air, made the concrete walls feel smaller. She didn’t touch Tess, but her proximity felt electric in the stifling air.

“Now,” Mara said quietly, “I am going to give you a rule. Because you clearly need someone to tell you how to exist in this space without destroying yourself.”

Tess’s breath hitched. She should tell her to go to hell. She should tell this arrogant, controlling woman that she didn’t take orders from inmates. But the words wouldn’t come. Beneath the fear, beneath the anger, a deep, dark part of Tess’s brain—a part she had never acknowledged before—felt a sudden, dizzying rush of relief.

*Tell me what to do. Please, just tell me what to do so I don’t have to choose anymore.*

“A rule?” Tess breathed, hating how breathless she sounded.

“A very simple one,” Mara said, her dark eyes locking onto Tess’s brown ones, holding them captive in the dim light of the cell. “Tonight, when lights out is called, you will lie down on your bunk. You will lay flat on your back, centered exactly on the mattress. You will cross your hands over your stomach. And you will not move from that position until the morning siren sounds.”

Tess opened her mouth. Mara raised one finger, quiet and exact, and Tess’s objection died before it cleared her teeth.

“One more thing,” Mara said, the same level, unarguable register. “If you need anything from me — tonight, tomorrow, any time after — you don’t complain at me. You don’t demand. You don’t hint. You ask properly. Clearly. Out loud. Using the words for what you actually want. Are we clear?”

Tess stared at her, stunned. “I… what? I can’t—I can’t sleep like that.”

“I didn’t say you had to sleep,” Mara replied, her voice dropping into a register that sent a hot thrill straight to Tess’s core. “I said you have to stay still. You are going to practice controlling your body. You are going to stop vibrating. You are going to lie in the dark, and you are going to learn how to exist under instruction.”

“And if I don’t?” Tess challenged, the last remnants of her pride flaring up, eager to test the fence. “If I toss and turn? What are you going to do to me from inside your locked cell, Voss?”

Mara’s smile was small, terrifyingly calm, and entirely devoid of humor. It was a promise, cold and absolute.

“I hear everything in this cell, Calder. If I hear your mattress spring squeak when you shift your weight, if I hear you slide your feet to the floor to pace, if I hear you disregard a direct instruction I have given you for your own good… we will have a very different, far less private conversation come morning.”

Mara held her gaze for three agonizingly long seconds, letting the weight of the command settle deep into Tess’s bones. The implied threat wasn’t violence, it was discipline, which was somehow ten times more terrifying and seductive.

“Do you understand me?”

The silence stretched between them. Tess felt the heat rising in her face, the erratic thudding of her heart. She wanted to fight it. She wanted to say no.

But looking into Mara’s eyes, surrounded by the terrifying chaos of Blackstone, Tess knew it was a lie. She wanted the rule. She wanted the boundaries. She was terrified of what would happen if she failed, but she was equally terrified of how much she wanted to try.

“I understand,” Tess whispered.

“Good,” Mara said quietly. She turned away, stepping back to the lower bunk and sitting down with the same unhurried calm, immediately dismissing Tess from her attention.

Tess stood at the bars for a long time, her heart racing, waiting for the lights to go out. Her face was hot. Her thighs had clenched together without her permission the second Mara said the words *I hear everything in this cell*, and they had not unclenched since. The rule itself—lie flat, do not move, let another woman track every sound she made in the dark—was sitting low in her belly as an unfamiliar pulse. She didn’t dare lift a hand to her own face. She didn’t dare shift her weight. She was already obeying.

Waiting to begin.



Chapter 3

Night in Blackstone Women’s Correctional Unit was never entirely dark, and it was never actually quiet.

The security bulbs out on the tier threw stark, barred shadows across the concrete floor of D-Block. Somewhere down the row, a woman was coughing, a wet, rattling sound that went on and on. Down on the lower tier, metallic clinking echoed, followed by a guard’s bootsteps walking the perimeter. The air smelled of industrial bleach, stale sweat, and the sharp, metallic tang of institutional anxiety.

Tess Calder lay flat on her back on the punishingly thin mattress.

She was twenty-nine years old. Six months ago, she had been wearing silk blouses and negotiating risk in high-rise conference rooms, skimming numbers and moving money with the untouchable arrogance of someone who thought she was smarter than the system. Now, she was wearing a Department of Corrections-issued gray t-shirt that smelled heavily of the industrial laundry, lying under a wool blanket that scratched her skin raw.

And her hands were crossed perfectly over her stomach.

*Lie flat on your back, hands crossed, stay all night.*

That was what Mara had told her. Mara Voss. The woman who occupied the corner cell and seemed to own the air around it. Mara, who spoke quietly when everyone else yelled. Mara, who had leaned in close enough for Tess to smell the clean soap on her skin and delivered a rule as if it were a physical restraint snapping into place.

Tess stared up at the concrete ceiling. Her heart was beating a fast, shallow rhythm against her ribs. Her fingers were stiff, locked together. It was a ridiculous rule. It was a power trip. There was no guard standing by her door enforcing it. Dorsey wasn’t hovering with a clipboard to write her up for shifting in her sleep. Over and over, Tess’s pride flared, hot and sharp. *I’m not a dog. I don’t take orders from an inmate. She has no authority over me.*

To prove it, Tess uncrossed her fingers. She moved her left hand, sliding it down to rest flat against her thigh.

Instantly, a cold spike of panic drove straight into her lungs. The vast, terrifying reality of the prison—the locked doors, the predatory stares she had survived during intake, the way Kendra Pike had looked at her like fresh meat—rushed in the moment she broke Mara’s structure. Without the rule, Tess was just a soft, rich girl doing thirty-six months for wire fraud in a place that ate soft girls alive.

Her hand was shaking. She could almost feel Mara’s dark, unreadable eyes on her in the dark.

Tess swallowed hard, her throat painfully dry, and lifted her hand back up. She crossed her wrists again, lacing her fingers tightly, exactly where Mara had put them.

The immediate rush of relief was humiliating. It washed over her, thick and intoxicating. As soon as her hands were back in position, the panic receded. The noise of D-Block faded to a dull roar. The rule wasn’t just a restraint, it was a lifeline. By obeying it, her mind didn’t have to spin out into the terror of her sentence. She didn’t have to figure out how to survive the night. She just had to lie still and keep her hands crossed.

The hours dragged, bleeding into each other through the persistent murmurs and coughs of the prison block. Tess tracked the slow crawl of time by the shift of shadows moving against the far wall as the security lights outside cycled. Her muscles ached fiercely from lying in one rigid position. Her shoulders were tied in tight, hard knots. Every instinct screamed at her to roll over, to curl into a defensive ball, to hide. She had never been a woman who submitted easily to anything—not to bad terms on a contract, not to demanding men, and certainly not to arbitrary restrictions in a cage. But every time the urge to break posture flared, the memory of Mara’s voice—smooth, dark, and utterly certain—settled over her like a physical weight. *Stay all night.*

It shouldn’t have worked. It should have provoked a vicious, snarky rebellion. Instead, it gave Tess a bizarre, secret structure to cling to. It gave her a box to place her fear inside. By focusing entirely on the ache in her wrists where they stayed crossed, by concentrating on perfectly maintaining the position, she didn’t have to think about the remaining one thousand and ninety-four nights of her sentence. She just had to make it to morning.

Finally, long after Tess thought she had forgotten how to fall asleep, a metallic crack echoed through the tier, followed by the blinding, unforgiving snap of the main overhead fluorescents clicking on.

“0600! Stand for count!”

The shout from the loudspeaker was harsh and grating, shredding the fragile rhythm of the sleeping block. All around her, D-Block erupted into sudden, irritable motion. The agonizing groan of thin springs, the slap of cheap shower slides hitting the concrete floor, angry, sleepy whispers traded between cells.

Tess moved instantly. Her muscles screamed in protest, stiff and locked from hours of unbroken tension, but she kicked the rough wool blanket down and swung her legs over the edge of the mattress. The floor was freezing beneath her bare feet.

She turned back to her bunk. She remembered the humiliation of yesterday’s count perfectly. She remembered Officer Dorsey stopping in front of her, leaning in close with a smirk, sensing the fresh, bleeding terror Tess was trying to hide behind an angry scowl. She remembered Dorsey dragging it out just to watch Tess flinch, and the sickening realization that Dorsey had known exactly how scared she was. Most of all, she remembered Mara shutting down Kendra Pike right after, pulling all the oxygen and attention in the room to herself, letting Tess breathe for the first time all day.

*I am not failing this.* Tess set her jaw.

She turned to the bed. Her hands were cold and stiff, but she forced them to move quickly. She smoothed the thin, stained bottom sheet down with quick, flat palms, wiping away every trace of a wrinkle. She grabbed the edges of the wool blanket, pulling it taut across the mattress, making sure it hung perfectly straight. She folded the corners tightly underneath, using the exact method she had obsessed over watching the older inmates use. The bunk looked immaculate. Rigid. Orderly.

Tess stepped back, checking the alignment, then spun around and walked out of the cell space to the painted yellow line on the floor in front of it.

She stood at attention. She locked her knees, folded her arms tightly behind her back, and lifted her chin just enough to project defiance without inviting a challenge. Her heart was a hard jackhammer in her chest, but she kept her breathing slow and measured. *In. Out.* She stared directly across the tier, picking a spot on the gray paint above the opposite row of cells, and locked her eyes on it.

Down the walkway, boots approached. Officer Dorsey was walking the line, a bulky, slow, predatory march. The guard paused at each bunk, clipboard balanced on her arm, scanning for a loose thread, a slouching shoulder, a reason to exert power over someone who couldn’t fight back.

The boots stopped in front of Tess.

Tess stared intensely at the peeling gray paint on the opposite wall. She could smell the stale coffee and bitter peppermint gum on Dorsey’s breath. She could feel the officer’s eyes practically crawling over her, searching for the crack in her armor, hunting for the attitude that had gotten Tess humiliated the day before.

But Tess felt perfectly calibrated. Her arms were folded behind her. Her feet were perfectly placed. She felt a phantom pressure pressing down on her shoulders, holding her steady, and she knew exactly where it came from. Mara’s rules had anchored her. The sheer, exhausting effort of holding the night rule had bled all the frantic, jittery anxiety out of her system. There was only the cold, sharp focus of obedience left.

Dorsey stared at her for ten agonizing seconds. Tess didn’t flinch. She didn’t drop her gaze. She didn’t let her breathing hitch.

Finally, Dorsey let out a soft, disappointed huff, made a small check mark on the clipboard, and kept walking.

Tess let out a long, careful exhale, letting the tight muscles in her neck relax a fraction of an inch. A small, fierce spike of adrenaline and pride shot through her system. She had done it. She had survived the morning. She had held the line.

But as the count concluded, the sharp clack of the tier doors unlocking released D-Block into the loud, chaotic clamor of the morning movement period. And with the release of tension came the immediate, paralyzing awareness of Mara’s other rule.

*Don’t look at me in the block. Keep your eyes on your own space. You look when I tell you to look.*

It was a test of focus, and unlike the physical rigidity of lying in a bunk, it required an active, continuous denial of her own instincts inside a room full of moving threats.

Tess felt the shift in the room’s energy immediately. Women filed out of their cells, clustering around the narrow metal tables in the dayroom, shoving toward the lines for morning chow or the sinks in the back. The noise level spiked to a deafening, echoing roar of arguments, laughter, and sharp, territorial warnings. It was overwhelming, a sensory assault that made Tess want to back into a corner and bare her teeth at anyone who came close.

She walked back to her cell space, moving stiffly through the press of bodies, keeping her gaze strictly forward.

She turned to face her bunk and sank onto the edge of the mattress. She stared at her lap, picking at a loose thread on her gray DOC-issued pants. The anxiety from count was returning, morphing into a nervous, buzzing energy under her skin.

She needed to map the room. It was instinct. In her old life, when she walked into a boardroom, she immediately identified who held the leverage, who was a liability, and who was useless. Here, she needed to know where Kendra Pike was sitting. She needed to know who was trading favors at the tables. She needed to know where the guards were positioned on the upper tier.

But every time she tried to raise her head to scan the room, her thoughts immediately slammed into the fact of Mara. Where was she? Was she watching?

Tess dragged her eyes up from the floor, attempting to casually assess the movement near the bathroom. Her gaze swept past the metal tables. And then, inevitably, her eyes snagged.

Mara was sitting on the lower stairs, her back against the railing, halfway between the floor and the first landing. She looked entirely detached, one long leg stretched out, the other bent, a plastic cup of horrible prison coffee resting on her knee. The noise and chaos of D-Block simply seemed to slide around her, refusing to break her space.

Tess tried to look past her. She tried to immediately flick her eyes back down.

But Mara was already looking straight at her.

The eye contact hit Tess like a fast, physical shock. Mara wasn’t glaring. She just sat there, projecting a dark, absolute calm, her eyes locked onto Tess. It was an unmistakable observation of failure.

Tess jerked her head away, her throat tightening. Her face flushed a hot, embarrassing red.

*Idiot.* She cursed herself viciously in her head. *She gave you one simple instruction. Don’t look. And you couldn’t make it five minutes.*

Tess stared at the corner of her mattress, her pulse thumping rapidly against her collarbone. The air in the block felt thicker all of a sudden. The memory of Mara’s unblinking stare lingered in her mind, charged with unstated consequence. What did it mean to fail Mara Voss? Did she lose the strange, terrifying protection she had felt the day before? Was Mara just laughing at her internally, noting how weak she was?

“What’s wrong, Calder?” Kendra’s loud, grating voice cut through the noise nearby. Kendra was leaning against a pillar near the cell next door, picking her teeth with a sliver of plastic, her eyes narrowed in mocking amusement. “Looking a little jumpy today. Missing your high-thread-count sheets?”

Tess kept her face totally blank. She didn’t look at Kendra. She didn’t respond to the bait.

“Thought you were supposed to be tough,” Kendra sneered, stepping half a pace closer, crowding the invisible line between their spaces. “Thought you had some big-time money backing your slick mouth.”

Tess clenched her jaw until her teeth ached, but the anger was a thin, useless veil over the panic. She knew what this was. It was a test. Kendra wanted a reaction. Kendra wanted to prove she could push Tess into a mistake.

Instinctively, Tess cast around for an out. She looked for an anchor.

She looked up at the stairs again.

Mara was still there. And she was still watching.

This time, the look wasn’t just observation. The calm in Mara’s eyes had hardened into a sharp, piercing assessment. Her jaw was tight. She wasn’t interceding. She wasn’t stepping forward to shut Kendra down. She was simply measuring Tess, calculating exactly how little self-control Tess had managed to keep, watching her fail the rule twice in ten minutes.

Tess dropped her head, squeezing her eyes shut, a wave of pure, concentrated self-loathing crashing over her. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t play this game. She was out of her depth, out of moves, and completely exposed.

A suffocating silence seemed to settle over Tess’s immediate area, muting Kendra’s taunts into background noise.

Then, the sound of quiet, steady footsteps cut through the hum of D-Block. They weren’t the boots of the guards, dragging and sloppy. They were deliberate, measured, and completely confident.

Tess opened her eyes.

Mara was walking toward her cell.

The veteran inmate moved with an easy, fluid grace that demanded the space around her. As she approached, Kendra Pike visibly hesitated, her sneer faltering. Kendra stepped back, yielding the ground without a word being spoken, suddenly finding an intense interest in her own fingernails.

Mara didn’t acknowledge Kendra. She stepped right over the boundary line into Tess’s cell space, stepping in close. The scent of clean soap and something dark and sharp—like copper and cold air—washed over Tess.

“Turn around,” Mara said softly. Her voice barely carried over the roar of the dayroom, but to Tess, it was the only sound left in the world.

Tess turned around, pressing her back against the made bunk. She tilted her chin up, an automatic, defensive reaction pulled from years of corporate warfare. She tried to find the arrogant executive who didn’t let anyone dictate terms to her. “I’m just standing here. My bunk is perfect. Dorsey didn’t even blink.”

Mara didn’t respond to the attitude. She just looked at Tess’s face, tracing the bright, angry flush on her cheeks, the fast pulse tapping visibly at her throat.

“Look at the bunk,” Mara instructed.

Tess frowned. “What? I just told you, it’s—“

“Look at it.”

The command was completely flat, devoid of anger but carrying an absolute, unarguable weight.

Tess broke eye contact and looked back at the mattress. The wool blanket was tight. The sheet was smooth. It looked identical to the bunk of the lifer across the hall.

“Strip it,” Mara said.

Tess whipped her head back around, her eyes widening, her defensive posture crumbling. “No. No, I just spent ten minutes getting it perfect. Secondary inspection is going to run any minute. If it’s messed up, I’ll get written up.”

Mara remained completely still. She didn’t threaten. She didn’t raise her voice. The silence she weaponized was worse than any shout. She simply held Tess in place with a look so absolute, so commanding that Tess felt the air compressing her lungs.

“Strip it,” Mara repeated softly, her voice dropping into a register that vibrated right under Tess’s skin, sparking a dangerous, conflicting rush of fear and deep, humiliating compliance.

Tess’s chest hitched. Her hands moved before her brain could form another protest. She turned to the bed, grabbed the edge of the scratchy blanket, and pulled. She dragged the sheet with it, ruining the perfect straight lines, exposing the stained, miserable reality of the prison mattress underneath. She bundled the crumpled linens in her arms, feeling the sickening sting of failure.

“Now remake it.”

Tess bit her lip hard enough to taste copper. She threw the sheet back down. Her hands were shaking hard now, the adrenaline from the confrontation with Kendra mixing with the crushing authority of Mara’s presence. She tried to smooth the sheet flat, but her palms were slick with nervous sweat. She fumbled with the edges, her jerky, half-blind movements making a mess of the process she had executed perfectly just half an hour ago.

She pulled the wool blanket over the top, trying to force it flat, but a massive wrinkle stubbornly formed in the center. She tried to fold the corner under the mattress, but her thumb caught, bunching the thick fabric into an ugly knot.

She stood up, her breath coming fast and shallow, and stepped back.

Mara stepped forward and looked down at the messy, poorly made bundle. Then she turned her dark eyes on Tess.

“Try again,” Mara said quietly.

“It’s fine,” Tess whispered defensively, her voice cracking in the middle of the lie. “It’s good enough.”

“It’s sloppy,” Mara corrected her. The words weren’t delivered as an insult, but as a cold, factual assessment. “And your hands are shaking so badly you couldn’t tuck the corner. Why are you shaking, Tess?”

Hearing her first name in Mara’s low, commanding voice was like a physical strike. It blew straight past all her defenses, stripping away the anger and the attitude, leaving her raw and terrifyingly exposed. The entire block was noisy and chaotic around them, but right here, in this small, enclosed space, Mara had built a tight, invisible cage of attention that Tess could not escape.

“Try again,” Mara commanded softly. 

Tess dropped her head. Hot, furious streaks of tears burned behind her eyes, thick and humiliating. She turned back to the bed. She ripped the bunk apart for the second time. She dragged the blanket off. She dragged the sheet off.

She forced herself to pause. She took a deep breath, ordering her lungs to steady, ordering her heart to slow down. *In. Out.*

She laid the sheet down, pressing it flat with careful, deliberate pressure. She laid the blanket over it. She moved to the corner, pulling the fabric taut against the edge of the mattress, folding it perfectly in the clean, tight triangle she had practiced. She stepped to the other side and repeated the action. The work—the precise, mandated physical task given to her by someone else—suddenly felt like an anchor in a storm.

As she leaned over to tuck the final corner, Mara stepped up behind her. Mara stood so close that Tess could feel the radiant heat coming off her body, a dangerous, thrilling proximity that made the fine hairs on the back of Tess’s neck stand up.

“Why couldn’t you keep your eyes front this morning?” Mara asked. The quiet question dropped into the sliver of space between them, intimate and loaded with pressure.

Tess froze over the edge of the bed. Her hands gripped the scratchy wool in a white-knuckled hold. Her pride demanded that she lie. She wanted to say she had been looking out for Kendra. She wanted to say she was just learning the layout of the dayroom. She wanted to say anything that didn’t sound like a total surrender.

“Answer me,” Mara said softly, the command carrying the unmistakable demand for absolute honesty.

Tess squeezed her eyes shut. Her shoulders dropped in defeat, the last shred of her resistance breaking under the weight of Mara’s terrifyingly stable control.

“Because I kept looking for you,” Tess whispered raggedly into the mattress. “I kept looking at you.”

“I told you not to.”

“I know,” Tess confessed miserably. A single, humiliating tear tracked down her cheek, and she hated herself for it. “I tried. I couldn’t stop.”

“Next time I give you a rule, do you think you can manage to keep it?”

“Yes,” Tess said, her voice catching, embarrassingly needy, a stark contrast to everything she believed she was.

“Finish the bunk,” Mara instructed.

Tess tucked the last piece of fabric under the mattress. She smoothed her hands over the top, wiping away the remaining imperfections. It was tight. It was perfect.

She stood up and turned around, holding her breath, waiting for the devastating consequence. She was waiting for Mara to mock her, to leverage the confession against her, to drag her out in front of the block and show them exactly how thoroughly she had broken the new girl’s pride.

But when Tess looked up, Mara wasn’t mocking her. Mara was looking at the freshly made bed, and then shifting her dark gaze right back to Tess’s raw, flushed face. The look was assessing, possessing an intense, calculated heat that sent an electric jolt straight down Tess’s spine. It was a look that acknowledged the surrender and claimed it, folding it under her own dark wing.

The correction was over. The suffocating pressure vanished.

In its wake came a catastrophic wave of relief that hit Tess so hard her knees went weak. Under the relief, deeper and far more dangerous, a slow, swollen throb had started between her thighs and would not quiet. The cheap cotton of her uniform pants was damp where it pressed against her, the slick heat building in time with her heartbeat. Her nipples had drawn up tight against the rough cotton of the prison shirt while she had been bent over the mattress with Mara standing close enough behind her to feel the heat of her breath. They were still tight now. She locked her arms across her chest before Mara could notice, but Mara had already noticed. Mara noticed everything.

Suddenly, the chaotic noise of D-Block didn’t matter. Kendra Pike’s sneering threats in the distance didn’t matter. The terrifying reality of her sentence didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered in the entire prison was that she had finally done exactly what Mara told her to do, and Mara was looking at her with total satisfaction.

Before Tess could process the terrifying intimacy of that thought, the sharp clack of boots against the concrete drew her attention.

Yvette, the stone-faced, heavily tattooed block trustee who ran the inmate work assignments, stepped to the edge of the cell threshold. Yvette carried a battered clipboard and a chewed-up pen. She completely ignored Tess, focusing her flat stare exclusively on Mara.

“Dani signed up for sick call,” Yvette announced, her voice bored and entirely neutral. “Got a bad wisdom tooth pulling her face out of shape. Refuses to stand up. She’s off shift.”

Mara didn’t turn around. She kept her eyes locked on Tess, holding Tess in that terrifying, electric suspension for barely a heartbeat longer. Then, slowly, she shifted her head to look over her shoulder at the trustee.

“We need the space filled,” Yvette said, clicking her pen twice. “I’m running out of bodies.”

Mara looked back at Tess. The authority in the room was absolute, layered with a sickeningly attractive power that made Tess want to shrink back and lean closer at exactly the same time.

“Calder is taking it,” Mara said quietly.

Yvette scribbled something on the clipboard without blinking. “She’s not scheduled. She’s not cleared for detail.”

“She is now,” Mara said, her tone an unarguable absolute that brooked zero friction. “She’s with me.”

Yvette didn’t challenge it. She simply checked a box on the paper, flipped the metal clip with a snap, and finally turned her bored, unimpressed stare to Tess.

“You’re on laundry, fresh meat,” Yvette said, pointing the pen at her like a weapon. “Report at 0600. Keep your mouth shut, keep your head down, and don’t be late.”

Yvette turned on her heel and walked away, disappearing into the chaotic churn of the dayroom.

Tess stood frozen against the frame of her freshly made bunk, staring at the empty space Yvette had just left. Laundry detail. She had heard whispers about it during intake. It was an enclosed room, a sealed environment away from the main cameras and the main guards. It was hot, grueling, endless physical labor.

And it was run by Mara’s people.

Mara stepped back slightly, restoring a physical cushion of distance between them, but the psychological grip she possessed had only tightened, wrapping more securely around Tess’s throat.

“Six a.m.,” Mara said softly, her eyes holding Tess’s in a trap of perfectly calibrated, inescapable control. “Be ready to work.”

Mara turned and walked cleanly back out into the dayroom, leaving Tess alone by her perfect bed. As Tess leaned back against the cold concrete wall, her heart hammering unsteadily against her ribs, the terrifying reality finally clicked into place. Mara Voss hadn’t just corrected her behavior for the sake of discipline.

Mara had just officially claimed her time.



Chapter 4

Six in the morning hit like a blunt instrument.

The cellblock lights didn’t click on; they slammed on, buzzing with a violent, synthetic crackle that poured a washed-out fluorescent glare over concrete and steel long before the sun had a chance to crest the outer razor wire. Tess was awake before the buzzer blared, staring up at the pitted concrete ceiling that hung just inches above her face. Her chest was tight. Her lungs felt shallow, drawing in air that already tasted faintly of rust and institutional floor wax.


*Laundry detail.*

The assignment thrummed in her head, sharp and unavoidable. It was meant to be labor, a mundane block assignment, but Tess knew exactly what it was. It was a snare. Her muscles still ached from the lingering tension of the night before, the rigid, embarrassing stillness that Mara had forced upon her in the cell. The memory flashed dark and bright behind her eyelids—the unbearable weight of Mara’s eyes, the impossible gravity of her presence, the way Tess’s body had unwound under the strict, quiet commands.

When the tier unlocked with that heavy, rattling clank of steel throwing the deadbolts, Tess rolled out of the thin sheets, shivering as the damp prison air hit her bare arms. She pulled on her gray uniform, the fabric abrasive, smelling generically of unidentifiable chemicals. Every sound on the tier was magnified this early—the squeal of rubber-soled boots on concrete, the sharp, barking voices of the guards taking count, the low, resentful murmur of inmates shifting toward the hall or morning work stations.

Tess joined the line forming at the end of the block. A few faces turned her way. One of them belonged to Kendra.

Kendra was leaning against the steel railing of the second tier, her uniform tailored by hand just enough to show shape, her dark hair pulled back in a sharp tail. She chewed the inside of her cheek as she watched Tess, a slow, predatory calculation in her gaze. Tess kept her chin tucked, her heart rate ticking up. She didn’t want Kendra’s attention. She didn’t want anyone’s attention. She just wanted to survive the shift, keep her head down, and ignore the trembling heat pooling low in her stomach every time she thought of Mara.

“Move it,” a guard barked, tapping a baton aggressively against the stairwell rail. “Laundry detail, down the steps, end of the hall. Let’s go, keep the line tight.”

The laundry room was situated in the basement of C-Block, a humid, echoing cavern of industrial washing machines, massive tumble dryers, and a maze of aluminum ductwork. It smelled of industrial bleach, hot lint, and stale sweat. The noise was immediately overwhelming—a deep, mechanical thumping from the extractors that rattled the concrete floor beneath the soles of Tess’s shoes.

Yvette was waiting at the front sorting table. She was a thick-built woman with a dark, faded prison-ink sleeve running the full length of her right forearm and biceps that looked like they belonged on a heavy-machinery operator. She didn’t carry a baton; on the block, everyone knew she didn’t need one. She ran the laundry room with the brutal, unsmiling efficiency of a drill sergeant, and her word in this space was absolute law.

“Listen up,” Yvette shouted over the roar of the machines, her dark eyes glaring at the half-dozen women shuffling into the stifling room. “You sort, you wash, you fold. You do not talk. You do not slow down. You don’t try to get clever with the stacks. You make a mistake, you unravel the whole cart and start again. Understood?”

A loose chorus of “Yes, Yvette,” mumbled through the line of women in gray.

Yvette’s eyes snapped to Tess. “Tess.”

Tess jumped, her spine straightening. “Yes?”

“Table four,” Yvette pointed to a long steel folding table halfway down the aisle, partially obscured by a shuddering commercial extractor. “You fold. Seam checks. Shirts and sheets only. Move.”

Tess hurried to table four, her boots scuffing the concrete. It was piled high with tangled, scalding canvas laundry deposited fresh from the dryers. The heat radiating off the pile made her skin prickle in warning. She took a breath, letting the steamy bleach smell fill her lungs, and reached for the first gray uniform shirt.

She hadn’t even shaken it out when a shadow fell across the blindingly polished steel table.

Tess froze. She didn’t have to look up. Her body knew the proximity before her eyes caught the precise, terrifyingly clean crease of Mara’s uniform pressing against the edge of the adjacent machine. The air seemed to shift, the humidity thickening into something dense, electric, and suffocating.

“Drop it,” Mara said.

The voice was low, slicing straight through the mechanical roar of the room. It wasn’t a shout. It was barely a conversation. It was an absolute, unarguable fact.

Tess’s fingers went instantly numb. The hot shirt fell to the vibrating metal surface.

“You’re rushing,” Mara noted.

Tess swallowed, her eyes glued to the center of the table, staring at the gray fabric of the fallen shirt. “I have to fold them. Yvette said—“

“I am not interested in what Yvette said.” Mara stepped directly beside her. The heat of the laundry paled in comparison to the sudden, overwhelming warmth radiating from Mara’s body, a terrifying eclipse of authority. “Yvette manages the room. I will manage you.”

Tess’s breath hitched audibly. A hot flush of embarrassment, tangled with something far more dangerous, flooded her stomach. She opened her mouth to argue, to push back out of pure defensive reflex, but the memory of the night before locked her jaw tight.

“Look at the shirt,” Mara commanded.

Tess forced her eyes down. It was just a standard-issue gray shirt, rumpled, steaming, smelling of chemical soap.

“Smooth it out,” Mara said calmly. “Flat on the metal. Work from the center outward. Use both hands.”

With trembling, unsteady hands, Tess reached for the fabric. She pressed her palms into the center of the chest, pushing the stiff wrinkles outward. The metal underneath was hot, radiating the heat of a thousand dried uniforms. Her hands were shaking too much, her pulse hammering wildly in her wrists.

“Stop.”

Tess froze, her hands splayed wide over the gray fabric, paralyzed by the singular word.

Mara’s hand came down, covering over Tess’s right hand.

The contact was electric. It sent a staggering jolt up Tess’s arm that lodged directly in her throat, cutting off her air. Mara’s skin was cool compared to the sweltering room, her grip firm, absolute, unyielding. She didn’t squeeze to hurt; she held Tess in place with a perfectly calibrated weight that asserted total physical dominance without a single ounce of wasted effort.

Tess gasped, a small, utterly humiliated sound that was swallowed by the thumping machines.

“You are frantic,” Mara’s voice was right by her ear, steady, even, and devastatingly calm. “Panic makes mistakes. Mistakes ruin the fold. We do not ruin the fold.”

“I’m... I’m not—“ Tess choked out, a raw, broken defense, trying weakly to pull her hand away.

Mara simply pressed down harder, flattening Tess’s hand completely flush against the table, trapping her fingers against the hot fabric. The resistance shattered. Tess went entirely still, the breath shuddering out of her lungs.

“Keep your eyes on the work unless I tell you otherwise,” Mara commanded softly, her mouth inches from Tess’s ear.

“Yes,” Tess whispered, the word dragged out of her.

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, Mara.”

The name felt like an admission of guilt, rich and thick on her tongue. The second she said it, the tension in her shoulders didn’t tighten—it began to dissolve, replaced by a deep, terrifyingly sweet lethargy that started at the base of her spine and moved downward. It was horrifying. It was intoxicating.

“Good,” Mara murmured, her thumb brushing the back of Tess’s knuckle before finally releasing her hand. The sudden absence of Mara’s touch felt like a physical blow, a plunge into freezing water. “Now. Collar first. Check the seam.”

For the next two hours, time dilated. The rest of the sprawling laundry room blurred into a chaotic, noisy, irrelevant background. There was only the table, the hot abrasive fabric, the steam, and Mara’s unrelenting instruction.

It was grueling. The meticulous nature of the task, enforced by a woman who demanded absolute perfection, worked to meticulously strip away Tess’s remaining mental defenses. She was required to check every seam for fraying, smooth every single wrinkle by hand before folding, align the edges until they matched with mathematical precision.

And Mara never left her side.

“Too fast on the left,” Mara would say, her sleek voice slicing through the extractor’s spin cycle.

Tess would stop, her heart hammering wildly against her ribcage, and undo the fold with trembling fingers, taking it all the way back to the beginning.

“The seam is inverted.”

Tess would flip the canvas sheet, her fingers clumsy and aching under the intense scrutiny.

“Stack it. Exactly three fingers from the edge of the table.”

It was a slow, agonizingly methodical dismantling of Tess’s autonomy. Every physical movement was dictated. Every pace was set by Mara. If Tess sped up, trying to lose herself in the momentum of the mindless work and escape the friction, Mara’s calm voice would pull the reins tight, forcing her back into a deliberate, agonizingly slow rhythm.

*Smoothing out.* Her palms pressed hard into the table. *Collar under.* The heat of the fabric bleeding into her flushed skin. *Fold.* The sharp, exact alignment of the edges.

It was punishing labor, her joints aching from the repetitive strain, the sweat dripping down her ribs and pooling in the small of her back. But underneath the physical exhaustion, something else entirely was taking root. It was horrible to admit, totally impossible to acknowledge out loud, but there it was—a rising, liquid flush of arousal that pooled hot between her thighs.

She wasn’t just being corrected. She was being controlled. And the control was... grounding. It was terrifyingly calming.

For her whole life, Tess had been frantically scrambling to fix things, to stay ten steps ahead of impending disasters, to manage the unmanageable chaos of her own choices. Here, standing at this scarred metal table in a suffocating prison basement, beneath the unbearable weight of Mara’s gaze, the burden of decision was entirely gone. Obliterated. She only had to do exactly what she was told. She only had to obey the voice next to her.

Her breath grew noticeably shorter, hitching audibly in her chest as she laid down another gray shirt, aligning it perfectly with the stack. She could feel the distinct dampness in her underwear, a mortifying, blindingly obvious sign of her body’s treason. She crossed her thighs slightly, instinctively trying to clench it away, to hide the physical reaction to the relentless mental friction.

“Seam,” Mara’s voice sounded.

Tess jumped, her hand darting nervously to the collar of a folded sheet. “I checked it. It’s fine.”

“You skipped the hem check on the left side,” Mara observed, her tone utterly neutral. “Unfold it.”

“But it’s perfectly flat—“

“Unfold it, Tess.”

Tess swallowed hard, her vision blurring sharply at the edges. She grasped the edges of the canvas sheet and pulled them apart, aggressively undoing three minutes of painstaking work in two seconds. It felt humiliating. It felt intensely exposing, standing there ruining her own work because she was told to.

She ran her thumb along the left hem, deliberately, agonizingly slow. Mara’s presence loomed next to her, a solid, immovable wall of absolute authority. The heat between them felt atomic.

“Clear,” Tess whispered, her voice cracking.

“Start over. Slower this time.”

Tess dragged in a shuddering breath, her fingernails biting into her palms. “Please, Mara, I’m trying—“

“You are fighting,” Mara corrected smoothly. She stepped closer, closing the final inch of space until her shoulder brushed Tess’s arm, sending a shockwave of electricity through Tess’s frame. “You are fighting the pace. Look at the work.”

Tess was staring down at the sheet, but she wasn’t seeing it. She was vibrating with a coiled, electric energy. She wanted to scream. She wanted to turn around and shove Mara backward. She wanted to fall to her knees on the filthy concrete and beg Mara to tell her what she was supposed to do with this terrible, aching heat building inside her.

“Smooth it out,” Mara commanded softly, leaning in just enough that her breath traced the shell of Tess’s ear. “Breathe in.”

Tess dragged a ragged breath into her burning lungs. She placed her palms on the fabric and pushed outward, smoothing the canvas with excruciating care.

“Good. Now, the right corner.”

Tess followed the instruction. The friction of the canvas against her palms mirrored the friction tearing through her nervous system. She was being worn down, stripped clean of her panic, leaving only a raw, terrifyingly open vulnerability behind.

It was deeply eroticized correction. Every minor order was a firm demand for submission, and every act of compliance was met with that deep, settling calm. She was caught in a trap, an endless cycle of resistance and surrender that felt exactly like being slowly drowned in warm, heavy water.

Out of the corner of her eye, a movement caught her attention.

Down the central aisle, just past two rows of vibrating industrial dryers, Kendra was pushing a loaded canvas laundry cart. She paused, her grip tightening on the metal handle. Kendra was watching them. Watching Mara stand over Tess. Watching Tess tremble as she folded a simple gray shirt.

Tess froze. A lance of pure panic shot through her. To be seen like this—bent over the table, shaking, caught entirely in the gravitational pull of another inmate—it was dangerous. It was blood in the water.

She turned her head slightly, instinctively wanting to check if anyone else was looking, needing to break the spell, to pretend they were just two inmates talking over the laundry.

“Keep your eyes on the work unless I tell you otherwise,” Mara commanded, the words snapping like a quiet whip over the noise of the room.

Tess jerked her head back to the table, her cheeks flaming hot, her lungs seizing.

“I saw...” Tess stuttered helplessly.

“You saw a distraction,” Mara said, her voice dropping an octave, slipping into something darker, something profoundly possessive that made Tess’s breath hitch hard. “And you allowed it to break the rhythm. Your eyes belong here.”

“Yes, Mara.”

“Fold.”

Tess folded. The presence of an audience, the sharp, horrifying knowledge that Kendra had witnessed her total, unarguable obedience, acted like pure gasoline on the fire in her stomach. It didn’t break the submission; it ratified it. It made it entirely real to the entire block. She was Mara’s. The reality of it slammed into her, hard and physical, making her knees undeniably weak. She wasn’t an independent inmate anymore. She was being trained.

She felt completely wet now, the friction of her thighs rubbing together under the shapeless gray uniform a persistent, aching reminder of how completely she was being taken apart. Her nipples had hardened into tight, bruised peaks that scraped against the rough cotton every time she leaned forward to align another fold. She gripped the edge of the table to keep her hips from rocking forward, from grinding into the metal lip for the sliver of friction her body was begging for. She had never been handled like this—not deeply, not truly—yet she felt as though Mara was aggressively pressing her thumbs into every bruised part of her psyche, demanding compliance, demanding that she yield the most broken parts of herself.

“Stack.”

Tess lifted the sheet and placed it squarely on top of the pile. Her arms were shaking so hard from the adrenaline and the heat that she missed the edge by half an inch. The stack was ruined.

She gasped, immediately reaching to fix it, to slide it perfectly into place before Mara could say anything.

Mara’s hand shot out and caught her wrist.

This time, the grip was tighter. The metal of Mara’s watch band was cool against her pounding pulse point. Tess stood entirely frozen, staring at her own trembling hand trapped effortlessly in Mara’s unwavering hold.

“Leave it,” Mara said quietly.

Tess couldn’t breathe. Her chest heaved up and down. “It’s... it’s off.”

“I know it’s off.” Mara didn’t let go. She used the iron grip on Tess’s wrist to pull her hand back, forcing her to stand fully upright, to step back from the table. “You look at the imperfection, Tess.”

Tess stared at the slightly askew sheet. The error screamed at her. She wanted to fix it. The obsessive, clawing need to correct the flaw scraped at her throat like a physical thing.

“Look at it, and realize that the world has not ended.” Mara’s voice was a low hum meant only for her, cutting right through Tess’s rising panic. “I am holding you. I dictate the standard. You are allowed to fail, because I am here to correct it. Do you understand?”

The words tore right through the very center of Tess’s chest, destroying the last barrier she had left. The dam broke. A hot tear slipped out of her eye, tracking a burning path down her flushed cheek, mingling with the sweat. It wasn’t sadness. It was the purest, most terrifying relief she had ever felt in her life.

“Yes, Mara,” she wept quietly, the sound buried entirely by the mechanical roar of the massive washing machines.

Mara finally let go of her wrist. She reached out with one hand, her finger tracing down the side of the canvas stack, and seamlessly nudged the top sheet a half-inch to the left, aligning it perfectly with the rest.

It was an effortless display of total control, a physical manifestation of the promise Mara had just laid bare. *I dictate the standard.*

“Table four,” Yvette’s voice bellowed suddenly, cutting through the air. “Shift change. Get these carts out toward the transport hall!”

The spell shattered. The noise of the room rushed back in, deafening, bright, and chaotic. Tess blinked rapidly, scrubbing the hot moisture from her face, feeling entirely exposed, as if she had been stripped totally naked and paraded through the center of the cell block.

She turned to grab the cart handle, her hands slipping slightly on the metal from the sweat.

When she looked back, Mara was already walking away toward the door, her posture rigid, her gray uniform impeccable, blending seamlessly back into the brutal environment of the prison. She didn’t look back. She didn’t need to check on her work.

Tess gripped the cart, her heart hammering an uneven, undeniable rhythm against her ribs. She was exhausted, her muscles trembling, her brain completely clouded with a thick fog of arousal and profound submission.

She hated the prison. She hated the noise, the smell, the constant threat of violence that hovered over every interaction in the yard.

But as she pushed the steel cart down the center aisle, her eyes locked on the spot on the table where the perfectly aligned stack of sheets sat, a single, terrifying thought bloomed in the back of her head, entirely out of her control.

She couldn’t wait for tomorrow’s shift.



Chapter 5

The ghost of the laundry room was still printed into Tess’s skin.

It had been three hours since they’d been marched back to D-Block, three hours since the heavy metal door of the laundry facility had clanged shut behind her, cutting off the heat and the steam, but Tess still felt it. More specifically, she felt the phantom pressure of Mara Voss’s grip on her wrist. The memory wasn’t fading; if anything, the idle time in the cell was sharpening it into a pinpoint of agonizing clarity.

Tess sat on the edge of her metal bunk, staring at the scarred concrete floor. The morning work detail had stripped away the last of her illusions. She hadn’t just obeyed Mara’s task-based commands—keep your eyes on the work unless I tell you otherwise. She had sunk into them. She had craved them. The terrifying, dizzying relief of not having to decide, of not having to fight, of simply being placed and held to a standard, had nearly unmoored her.

Now, the adrenaline was gone, replaced by a restless, buzzing shame. She was twenty-nine years old, educated, independent to a fault. Prior to her sentencing for wire fraud, she hadn’t taken orders from anyone since she was a teenager. The idea that she could be broken down and rebuilt in the space of a few days inside Blackstone simply because an older, calmer woman spoke softly and demanded total focus was humiliating. It was dangerous.

It was exactly what she wanted.

She rubbed her wrists, as if she could erase the tactile memory. The air in the cell block was stale, thick with the smell of cheap soap and unwashed bodies, underscored by the metallic tang of the fencing and the constant, low-level thrum of eighty women living in a cage. Dorsey was on shift, doing the midday count soon. After that, they had structured yard time.

Tess dreaded the yard. It was loud, chaotic, and utterly exposed. Inside the block, there were routines, lines, places you were supposed to be. The yard was a free-for-all geography of alliances, petty grievances, and sudden violence. It was exactly the kind of environment where Tess’s high-strung, defensive attitude usually got her into trouble.

She stood up, pacing the three feet of available space in her cell. She checked her uniform. Even in state-issued khaki, she had spent ten minutes rolling the cuffs, tucking the shirt tight, trying to maintain some semblance of armor. It felt useless. Mara had already seen right through the armor, dismantled it with a few quiet words, and shown Tess exactly what she was underneath: terrified and desperate for a hand on the back of her neck.

The loud buzzer signaled the end of count and the beginning of yard movement. The doors unlocked with a simultaneous, concussive clack.

Tess stepped out onto the tier. The noise level immediately spiked—shouts, laughter, the heavy tramp of boots on metal stairs. She kept her head down, falling into line as the inmates filed out of D-Block and down the long, fluorescent-lit corridor toward the recreation yards.

The heat hit her the moment she stepped through the exterior doors. It wasn’t the humid, oppressive heat of the laundry room; it was a dry, baking, relentless sun bouncing off the concrete walls and the high chain-link fences topped with razor wire. The yard was a wide expanse of patchy dead grass and hard-packed dirt, bordered by concrete bleachers and a cluster of steel workout bars.

Tess paused near the entrance, her eyes automatically scanning the crowd. She wasn’t looking for a space to claim. She wasn’t looking for Yvette or Dani.

She was looking for Mara.

She hated the instinct, hated the way her breath caught in her throat until she located the taller woman. Mara was standing near the far fence, away from the basketball court and the loudest groups. She looked exactly as she always did—calm, contained, utterly unbothered by the noise and the chaos around her. She was wearing her sunglasses, a slight break in uniform code that none of the guards ever seemed to challenge.

Tess forced herself to stop staring. She couldn’t just walk over there. Yvette was running the laundry; Mara was overseeing Tess there. The night rules were for the dark. The yard was public, and Tess knew the unwritten rules of Blackstone well enough to know that a new arrival didn’t just walk up to a veteran like Mara Voss without an invitation.

She moved to the side, leaning against a sun-baked concrete wall, crossing her arms tightly over her chest. The heat was making her sweat, sticking the rough fabric of her collar to the back of her neck. She told herself she was just finding shade. She told herself she wasn’t waiting.

“You’re staring.”

The voice came from her left. Tess turned her head sharply. A woman she vaguely recognized from the chow line had drifted into the strip of shade alongside her — short, wiry, with a swollen jaw and a hand cupped over her cheek. Dani. The wisdom tooth one.

“I’m not staring,” Tess said automatically.

“Sure,” Dani said around the swelling. She tilted her chin toward the far fence without actually looking. “Word of advice from someone who isn’t trying to get you killed. You want to stare at Voss, fine. Half the block does. Just understand what you’re staring at before you get caught doing it.”

Tess kept her eyes locked on the dirt. “What’s that supposed to mean.”

“Means she didn’t learn to stand like that in here.” Dani’s voice was casual, almost bored, the kind of register you used when you were absolutely sure of a fact and absolutely sure you shouldn’t be saying it out loud. “Means the way she clocks a door, the way she counts heads before she walks into a room, the way Dorsey calls her Voss instead of inmate — that’s not a thing you pick up doing time. That’s a thing you bring with you from the other side of the bars.”

Tess’s stomach went cold. She turned her head, finally looking at Dani directly. “You’re saying she was —“

“I’m not saying anything.” Dani pushed off the wall, already drifting away, her hand still cradling her swollen jaw. “I’m saying watch how she moves and ask yourself who taught her. And maybe think real hard about what it costs a woman like that to end up wearing gray.”

Dani was gone before Tess could form a follow-up.

Ten minutes passed. Tess watched the yard through half-closed eyes, keeping her expression locked into the angry, untouchable mask she used as a shield. Periodically, she let her gaze drift toward the far fence. Mara hadn’t moved. She was not looking at Tess. In fact, she seemed to be deliberately looking everywhere else.

Then Kendra Pike walked over.

Kendra practically swaggered. She had been a nuisance since day one, always probing, testing boundaries, trying to find the weak point in Tess’s armor. Kendra wanted to be the top dog, but lacked Mara’s effortless authority. Instead, Kendra relied on loud boasts, aggressive posturing, and a compulsive need to perform.

Right now, she was performing for Mara.

Tess went entirely still as she watched Kendra approach the spot where Mara was standing. The distance was too far to hear what was being said, but the body language was loud enough to echo.

Kendra didn’t stop at an respectful distance. She stepped right into Mara’s space, closing the gap until they were barely a foot apart. Kendra leaned in, saying something, her face tilted up toward Mara.

Mara didn’t step back. She simply turned her head, acknowledging Kendra with a fractional nod.

Tess’s stomach twisted. The sensation was sharp, sudden, and completely alien. It wasn’t fear. It wasn’t her usual baseline anxiety. It was a hot, bright flare of pure, unadulterated fury.

Kendra laughed at something Mara said. It was a loud, braying sound that carried over the ambient noise of the yard. Then, as if to underscore whatever joke had just been told, Kendra reached out and clapped a hand down on Mara’s shoulder.

Tess’s vision actually narrowed. The edges of the yard blurred, graying out until all she could see was Kendra’s hand resting on the fabric of Mara’s uniform.

How dare she. How dare Kendra touch her like that. The thought was irrational, possessive, and violent, tearing through Tess’s carefully constructed defenses like a razor blade. Mara didn’t let anyone touch her casually. Mara didn’t engage in the sloppy, chaotic social bartering of D-Block. Her discipline was absolute.

But there was Kendra, leaning in closer, dropping her voice, performing intimacy with the one woman who had stripped Tess down to nothing just a few hours ago.

Kendra shifted her weight, leaning into Mara’s side, acting like she had a right to the space. Acting like she knew Mara. Acting like the quiet, intense focus that Mara wielded—the focus that Tess had burned under in the laundry room—was something given out freely to anyone who asked for it.

Tess didn’t realize she was moving until her boots scraped loudly against the concrete. She hadn’t taken a step forward, but her entire body had tensed, jerking against the wall. Her hands were curled into tight fists, her fingernails biting painfully into her palms. She let out a sharp, choked hiss of breath, the sound entirely involuntary.

It wasn’t a loud noise in the grand scheme of the yard, but it was sudden, and it broke the line of Tess’s false detachment.

Sixty feet away, Mara’s head snapped toward her.

Tess froze. Her heart slammed against her ribs in a wild, irregular rhythm. She tried to immediately rearrange her face, to smooth out the ugly, twisted knot of anger and jealousy that she knew was written all over her features, but she was too late.

Mara was looking right at her. Even behind the sunglasses, Tess could feel the weight of those eyes.

The yard seemed to go dead silent, though the noise hadn’t actually stopped. The distance between them felt electrically charged. Mara studied Tess for three long seconds—long enough for Tess’s flush to spread from her chest all the way up her throat to her hairline.

Then, Mara turned back to Kendra.

Tess couldn’t hear the words, but she saw the exact moment the dismissal landed. Mara said something short. She didn’t raise her voice, and she didn’t step away, but the shift in her posture was absolute. A wall slammed down.

Kendra’s braying laughter cut off. She blinked, her bravado faltering, the hand dropping from Mara’s shoulder as if the fabric beneath it had suddenly turned to ice. Kendra took a step back, her face flushing a dull red, looking very small.

Mara did not look at Kendra again. She turned her head, locking her attention back onto Tess.

She didn’t beckon with her hand. She didn’t shout. Mara simply held Tess’s gaze from across the yard, her expression placid, terrifyingly unreadable, and dipped her chin in a single, unmistakable command.

*Come here.*

Tess’s lungs seized. Every instinct she had screamed at her to turn around. To go back inside, to find a guard, to hide in the noise. The yard was public. Everyone would see her cross the space between Yvette’s people and Kendra’s people to stand directly in front of Mara Voss like an obedient dog called to heel.

But the memory of the laundry room was too strong. The memory of Mara’s hand on her wrist, pulling her back into line, making the panic stop.

Tess pushed off the wall and started walking.

The distance felt like miles. Her legs were stiff, her movements jerky and defensive. She kept her chin tipped up, trying to project arrogance, but she knew how brittle it looked. As she crossed the yard, she saw Dani watching, saw Yvette’s crew pause their conversation. Most importantly, she saw Kendra, still standing a few yards away, her face tight with humiliation and growing realization as Tess approached.

Tess stopped exactly two feet in front of Mara. She didn’t look at Kendra. She looked straight at Mara’s collarbone, unable to meet the dark lenses of the sunglasses.

“Look at me.” The command was low, pitched so only Tess could hear it over the noise of the yard.

Tess dragged her eyes up. Mara’s face was perfectly still, devoid of the irritation Tess had expected. There was only that cold focus, the kind that made Tess feel like every layer of her skin was being peeled back.

“What are you doing over there against the wall?” Mara asked, her voice calm and level.

“Nothing,” Tess snapped, the word defensive and fast. She crossed her arms again, a futile attempt to shield herself. “Just... standing. Getting out of the sun.”

“You were glaring,” Mara noted accurately. “You were clenching your fists. You made a noise like a stepped-on cat.”

Tess’s face burned. The shame was immediate and hot. “I didn’t—“

“Stop.” Mara cut her off without raising her volume. The word was a wall. “You don’t lie to me. We established that.”

Tess snapped her mouth shut, her teeth clicking together. She could feel Kendra hovering in her peripheral vision, trying to eavesdrop. The idea that Kendra might hear this, might witness how completely Mara held Tess on a string, made the anger flare up again, hot and choking.

“Send her away,” Tess said. The words tumbled out before she could stop them, aggressive and jagged.

Mara tilted her head a fraction of an inch. “Excuse me?”

The quiet danger in those two words nearly dropped Tess to her knees. Panic flared, bright and sharp. She had just given a direct order to a woman who ran her corner of the prison through unyielding discipline.

“I...” Tess swallowed hard, her throat clicking audibly. She struggled to keep her voice steady. “Pike. Kendra. She’s right there. She’s watching us.”

Mara didn’t even glance in Kendra’s direction. She kept her eyes locked on Tess. “Kendra is an idiot who thinks touching a sleeve makes her important. She isn’t my concern. You are.” Mara took a slow, deliberate half-step forward. The proximity was a physical pressure. “Why are you angry?”

“I’m not angry,” Tess lied, the reflex too ingrained to stop.

Mara’s jaw tightened just enough to be visible. She reached out and slowly pulled off her sunglasses, hooking them into the collar of her uniform shirt. Her eyes were dark, sharp, and brutally clear.

“I am not going to ask you twice in front of this yard,” Mara said, her voice dropping into a register that vibrated straight through Tess’s chest. “I do not tolerate sloppy behavior, Tess. I do not tolerate inmates who act out and then lie about it. Drop the attitude. Now. Why are you angry?”

The use of her first name, spoken with that much command, broke the last of Tess’s resistance. The defiance crumbled, leaving nothing but the raw, exposed nerve underneath. The truth was too huge, too pathetic, too dangerous to say out loud in a place like this.

She couldn’t say it. But she couldn’t disobey the direct command.

Tess’s arms fell straight to her sides, the defensive posture collapsing. Her chest hitched with a shortened breath. She stared into Mara’s dark eyes, feeling the sheer force of the older woman’s will demanding the truth.

“Because she was touching you,” Tess whispered, the words agonizingly thin.

Mara didn’t blink. She didn’t mock. She simply absorbed the confession, her gaze remaining steady, holding Tess in place while the admission hung in the hot air between them.

“Go on,” Mara said softly.

Tess felt tears prick the corners of her eyes, hot and humiliating. The fact that she was crying on the yard of a state penitentiary because another woman was getting the severe attention she craved was so profoundly shameful she wanted the ground to open up and swallow her.

“Because she was acting like... like she had a right to, and you were letting her, and...” Tess’s voice broke. She forced the rest out in a rush, rushing to get it over with, desperate for the punishment that would surely follow such a ridiculous display of possessiveness. “Because I wanted it to be me. I wanted you to be looking at me, not her. And the fact that I want that makes me feel like I am losing my goddamn mind.”

She stopped, breathing fast, waiting for the mockery. Waiting for Mara to step back, to point out that they were in prison, not a romance novel, and that Tess was clearly unhinged.

Instead, Mara lifted her hand. It was a slow, deliberate movement.

She reached out and rested two fingers against the side of Tess’s jaw. The touch was incredibly light, offering no physical restraint, but the psychological weight of it anchored Tess to the earth.

Tess stopped trembling. The panic, the anger, the wild spinning of the yard around her—it all instantly muted, snapping into tight, hyper-focused clarity right precisely at the point where Mara’s fingers touched her skin.

“You are not losing your mind,” Mara said quietly. The words were not comforting; they were informational. Factual. “You are learning where you belong.”

Tess let out a shuddering breath, her eyes fluttering shut for a fraction of a second, leaning an imperceptible millimeter into the touch.

“Look at me,” Mara commanded softly.

Tess snapped her eyes open, locking onto Mara’s. The flush on her face had changed—it was no longer purely shame, it was a deep, burning heat that settled low in her belly.

“This is how it works going forward,” Mara said. She didn’t move her hand. The two fingers against Tess’s jaw remained steady, a brand in the open sunlight. The fact that the entire yard, including Kendra, could see this—could see Mara Voss holding a defensive new inmate perfectly still with two fingers—sent a jolt of pure erotic electricity through Tess’s system. “I do not deal with tantrums. I do not deal with you sulking against a wall hoping I notice. If you’re angry, you bring it to me.”

Tess nodded jerkily, terrified to speak.

“I need to hear you say it, Tess,” Mara said, the demand absolute. “Tell me the rule.”

“If I’m angry...” Tess started, her voice raspy, failing her. She swallowed hard and forced the volume up, pitching it so that only Mara would hear, but ensuring the tone was steady. “If I’m angry, I bring it to you.”

“And you tell the truth the first time,” Mara added, her thumb shifting slightly to brush over the pulse point just below Tess’s ear. The spike in Tess’s heart rate was undeniable against her skin. “No lying. No posturing. You tell me exactly what is wrong, the moment I ask. Is that clear?”

Tess’s entire body felt flushed with adrenaline and a terrifying, full-body relief. The jealousy that had been eating her alive ten minutes ago was gone, replaced by the profound certainty that Mara saw her, Mara owned the reaction, and Mara was taking responsibility for it. Lower, hidden under the gray uniform pants, her thighs had clenched together hard around the swollen, throbbing ache of her clit, the cheap cotton already soaked through. The two fingers on her jaw had no right to do that to her. They had done it anyway.

“Yes,” Tess breathed, the word a surrender. “It’s clear.”

“Good.” Mara dropped her hand, stepping back, rebuilding the distance between them. The cold air rushed in to fill the space where her touch had been. “You can go back to your wall now. When count is called, you line up where you are supposed to be. Don’t let Pike bait you again.”

Mara turned away without waiting for a response, her attention shifting immediately back out over the yard, returning to the impenetrable, observant veteran inmate she had been before.

Tess stood frozen for another long moment, her skin still burning where Mara had touched her. She turned carefully and walked back toward the wall, her legs feeling unsteady.

When she slid against the concrete, she chanced a look toward the right. Kendra Pike was staring at her. The swagger was gone, replaced by a confused, slightly wary expression. Kendra had seen the touch. She had seen the way Tess yielded completely in the open yard.

Tess met Kendra’s gaze, but this time, the defensive anger was gone. She didn’t need it anymore. She didn’t have to fight to keep the territory, because Mara had just publicly, ruthlessly marked it for her.


Chapter 6

The noise of the chow hall was a physical pressure, a wall of clattering plastic, shouted curses, and the underlying, jagged hum of three hundred women confined in too small a space. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting a sickly, jaundiced pallor over the rows of bolted-down metal tables. The smell was a suffocating mix of boiled cabbage, industrial bleach, and stale sweat.

Tess sat rigidly at the edge of the bench. Her plastic tray was a desolate landscape of grey meat and watery mashed potatoes. She hadn’t eaten. Every muscle in her back was tight, strung like piano wire waiting to snap.

Kendra was three seats down, but she might as well have been breathing down Tess’s neck.

“You trying to starve yourself, fresh meat?” Kendra’s voice slid over the noise, pitched perfectly to cut through the din and reach Tess’s ears alone. “Or is your new girlfriend going to slip you something better later?”

Tess’s grip on her plastic spork tightened until her knuckles went white. The plastic dug into her palm, a sharp, grounding pain.

*Don’t give her the reaction.* Mara’s voice from earlier that day echoed in her head, cool and precise. *She wants a show. Don’t give her a show, Tess.*

Kendra leaned back, kicking her heavy boot against the metal stanchion of the table. The sharp clang made Tess flinch involuntarily. The older inmate chuckled, a low, grating sound. She reached over, her hand passing dangerously close to Tess’s face, and deliberately knocked Tess’s flimsy plastic cup.

Lukewarm water cascaded across the metal table, soaking into the edge of Tess’s grey uniform sleeve.

“Oops,” Kendra said, her eyes flat and dead, mocking.

The heat flared in Tess’s chest, a sudden, blinding spike of adrenaline and fury. She wanted to stand up. She wanted to drive her fist into Kendra’s jaw. She wanted to scream. The prison survival instinct, the feral need to establish dominance or at least defense, screamed at her to act.

She looked up. Across the room, near the guard station, Mara was leaning against a concrete pillar. Mara wasn’t looking at Kendra. Unblinking, steady, Mara was looking right at Tess.

There was no warmth in Mara’s gaze, only an expectant weight. A reminder. A command.

Tess forced herself to draw a shallow, stuttering breath. She looked back down at her tray. She didn’t wipe the water off her sleeve. She didn’t look at Kendra. She carefully picked up her spork and took a bite of the tasteless potatoes. She chewed mechanically, forcing the starch down a throat that felt lined with sandpaper.

“Nothing to say?” Kendra sneered, leaning closer. The smell of stale tobacco and unwashed hair washed over Tess. “You think you’re safe because you’re hiding behind her? She gets bored, baby. They all get bored.”

Tess swallowed. She kept her eyes on the tray. She chewed the next bite. Her heart hammered against her ribs like a trapped bird, but her outward demeanor was a blank wall. She concentrated entirely on the mechanics of eating.

After a long, agonizing minute, Kendra scoffed, bored by the lack of response. “Freak,” she muttered, turning her attention to the woman beside her.

The tension slowly bled out of Tess’s shoulders, leaving behind a hollow, aching exhaustion. She looked up again. Mara had moved, seamlessly blending back into the flow of inmates, her posture relaxed, her expression unreadable. But Tess felt a sudden, sharp twist of something that felt terrifyingly like pride. She had followed the rule. She had passed the test.

The klaxon blared, a harsh, tearing sound that signaled the end of the meal. The chow hall erupted into a chaotic surge of movement as inmates stood, scraping trays and forming rough lines. Tess moved through the motions automatically, the adrenaline crash leaving her limbs feeling leaden and disjointed.

The walk back to the cellblock was a blur of grey corridors, the rhythmic clang of steel doors, and the ever-present, claustrophobic press of bodies. The air in the cellblock was heavier, hotter, smelling of damp concrete and bodies settling in for the long night.

Inside their cell, the space felt impossibly small. It was a concrete box, two metal bunks, a stainless steel toilet, and a sink. It was a cage, and tonight, the bars felt closer together than ever before.

Mara was sitting on the edge of the lower bunk, one leg crossed over the other, methodically lacing her boots. She didn’t look up as Tess entered.

Tess stood awkwardly in the center of the cramped space, uselessly wiping her damp sleeve. She felt raw, peeled open. The victory in the chow hall felt hollow now, replaced by a churning, nervous anticipation of what came next. She had obeyed Mara’s implicit command, and she knew there would be a reckoning for it. Not punishment, but an acknowledgment.

“You did well.”

Mara’s voice was quiet, almost a whisper, but it seemed to fill the small room.

Tess stopped wiping her sleeve. She didn’t know what to say. “She threw water at me.”

“I saw.” Mara finished tying her boot and looked up. Her eyes were dark, unreadable in the harsh light of the single bulb. “And you didn’t move.”

“I wanted to,” Tess admitted, the words spilling out before she could stop them. “I wanted to hurt her.”

“I know,” Mara said softly. She stood up, the movement fluid and predatory. She closed the distance between them until she was only a foot away. The air crackled with sudden, intense static. “That’s what makes it matter, Tess. The holding back. The control.”

Tess felt her breath hitch. She looked up at Mara, feeling entirely too small, entirely too vulnerable.

“Lights out in ten minutes,” a guard barked down the tier, the heavy sound of boots echoing on the steel grates.

“Get ready,” Mara instructed, stepping back.

Tess moved mechanically, stripping off her grey uniform, folding it with mindless precision, and pulling on the thin, scratchy nightclothes. Every brush of the fabric against her skin felt magnified. She brushed her teeth at the sink, hyper-aware of Mara doing the same beside her. The intimacy of the shared routine, the forced proximity, was a constant, underlying hum.

They settled onto their bunks. Tess on the top, Mara on the bottom. The cell was silent except for the distant, ambient noise of the prison settling down for the night.

Then came the heavy, final *CLUNK* of the master breaker.

The cellblock plunged into darkness, save for the weak, yellowish wash of the halogen safety lights filtering through the bars. The darkness wasn’t empty; it felt thick, expectant.

Tess lay on her back, staring at the concrete ceiling inches above her face. Her chest rose and fell in jerky, uneven rhythms. She couldn’t relax. The tension from the chow hall had merely transmuted, turning inward, coiling tighter in her gut. She was waiting.

“Tess.”

Mara’s voice floated up from the bottom bunk. It was a low purr, stripping away the public façade of the prison yard, revealing the sharp, unyielding core of the woman underneath.

Tess’s breath snagged. “Yes.”

“Before I give you a rule for tonight,” Mara said, her tone conversational but lined with steel, “we need to have an understanding. A mechanism. Because what we are about to do here is not about survival in the yard. This is about you and me.”

The darkness seemed to press closer. Tess gripped the rough edge of her thin blanket.

“If this crosses a line for you,” Mara continued. “If the tension is too much. If it breaches what you can handle, you have a word. The word is *stop*.”

Silence stretched between them. The word felt like a physical object placed between them, solid and sharp.

“Do you understand me, Tess?”

“Yes,” Tess whispered. Her throat was tight.

“Say it so I know you can,” Mara commanded.

“Stop,” Tess said. The word tasted strange, a sudden assertion of power in a place where she had none. But it didn’t feel like power. It felt like a lifeline she fiercely hoped she wouldn’t have to pull.

“Good.” The satisfaction in Mara’s voice sent a shiver racing down Tess’s spine. “Now, here is the rule for tonight. The night rule.”

Tess waited, her heart thudding a frantic beat against her ribs. She was entirely focused on the sound of Mara’s breathing in the dark.

“You are going to slide down to the end of your bunk. You are going to sit on the edge, facing the bars,” Mara instructed, her voice dropping lower, vibrating with dark promise. “And you are going to grip the metal rail with both hands. Tightly.”

Tess hesitated for a fraction of a second. The command was simple, but the intent behind it felt vast and overwhelming. She swallowed hard, throwing off the thin blanket. She moved carefully in the dark, sliding down the metal frame of the bunk until she reached the end.

The cold steel of the rail bled the warmth from her fingers. She gripped it as instructed, her knuckles bunching. She was sitting up, exposed to the dim wash of light from the corridor, entirely visible to anyone who walked past, but more importantly, entirely visible to Mara below her.

“I have the rail,” Tess whispered. The air in the cell felt electrified.

“Do not let go,” Mara commanded softly from the dark beneath her. “Do not move your feet. Do not speak unless I ask you a direct question. You will sit there. You will be still. And you will let me look at you.”

The psychological weight of the command hit Tess like a physical blow. She realized with a sudden, devastating clarity what Mara was doing. There was no physical touch, no bruising grip, no overt violence. It was purely an exercise in control. Mara was stripping her bare in the dark, laying claim to her stillness, to her very breath.

The sensation of being watched was a physical heat. Tess could feel Mara’s eyes on her, tracing the line of her back, the tense jut of her shoulders, the white-knuckle grip of her hands on the steel rail.

It was a terrifyingly intimate exposure. She was pinned there not by the physical constraints of the prison, but by the sheer force of Mara’s will, and her own desperate, confusing desire to submit to it.

Minutes stretched into a silent eternity.

The ambient noises of the block faded into insignificance. The only thing that existed was the cold steel under her hands, the ragged sound of her own breathing, and the inescapable weight of Mara’s attention.

Tess’s arms began to ache. Her posture was rigid, forced into stillness. A bead of sweat formed at her temple and rolled slowly down her neck. She didn’t dare move to wipe it away. She didn’t dare do anything but exist precisely as Mara had commanded.

The silence became a pressure cooker. It was intoxicating. It was far more intense, far hotter, than any physical touch could have been. The heat coiled low in her belly, insistent. It wasn’t just physical arousal; it was a profound psychological unspooling. She was giving up control, piece by piece, and finding a terrifying liberation in the surrender.

“Why did you do it today, Tess?” Mara’s voice broke the silence, soft and sharp as a scalpel.

Tess jumped, her grip tightening painfully on the rail. She had almost forgotten how to speak.

“When Kendra pushed you,” Mara elaborated, dragging the words out. “Why didn’t you fight back?”

Tess opened her mouth, but the words stuck in her throat. She wanted to say it was because it was the smart thing to do. She wanted to say it was because she didn’t want solitary. But Mara had demanded the truth.

“Because...” Tess started, her voice raspy, broken. “Because you told me not to.”

“And that was enough?”

“Yes.” The single word held an agonizing weight of confession.

Mara shifted on the bunk below. The sound of rustling fabric was deafening in the quiet cell.

“Why, Tess?” Mara pressed, her tone relentless. “Why is my word enough to make you swallow your pride in front of three hundred women?”

Tess closed her eyes. The darkness behind her eyelids offered no escape. The truth was ugly. It was a terrifying admission of dependency in a place built on exploitation. But she couldn’t lie. Not in this electric dark.

“Tell me the truth, Tess. Why does it work?”

“Because...” Tess swallowed a dry sob. The words ripped themselves free, raw and bleeding. “Because it makes everything else shut up.”

The silence that followed was total. It was the sound of a structural support giving way, a tectonic shift in the fundamental reality of their relationship.

Tess had admitted the deepest, most vulnerable truth. The rules, the control, the domination—it wasn’t just a kink or a survival strategy. It was a desperately needed anchor. When Mara gave her a rule, the paralyzing fear, the constant vigilance, the sensory overload of the prison... it all vanished. The only thing that mattered was obedience. It was peace. A dark, terrifying, beautiful peace.

Tess sagged slightly against the rail, her entire body trembling with the aftershock of the admission.

Below her, the lower bunk creaked as Mara stood.

Tess felt the sudden, shocking heat of Mara’s hand wrapping over hers where they gripped the cold steel rail. The physical contact was minimal—just a hand over hands—but after the intense psychological build-up, it felt like a thunderclap.

Mara’s hand was warm, firm, entirely steady. It was an anchor, a validation.

“Good girl,” Mara whispered out of the dark.

The words bypassed Tess’s higher reasoning completely, hitting her straight in the gut. A choked, entirely involuntary sound escaped her throat. A sound of relief, of surrender, of profound, aching hunger.

Mara’s hand squeezed hers once, a firm, possessive pressure, and then let go.

“You can let go now, Tess. Go to sleep.”

Tess slowly uncurled her fingers from the rail. Her hands were cramped, stiff. She slid backward until she was lying flat on the bunk again, pulling the thin blanket up to her chin. Her body felt strangely light, hollowed out and entirely rearranged. Under the wool, her uniform pants were soaked through. Her clit throbbed against the seam in a slow, heavy pulse that matched her heartbeat. She did not move her hand to ease it. The rule for the night had been still and exposed, and the rule was holding her now the same way Mara’s hand had.

She stared up into the darkness, listening to Mara settling down below her. The cell wasn’t just a cage anymore; it felt like a crucible. She had crossed a threshold, a deep, invisible line of intimacy and control, and she knew, with terrifying certainty, that there was no way back. And the most frightening part of all was realizing how little she wanted there to be.


Chapter 7

The muscle in Tess’s right shoulder burned with a low, deep ache that synced perfectly with her pulse.

She opened her eyes to the dim, gray light of D-Block on the morning of her fourth day. Her right hand was still locked around the cold metal of the upper bunk rail. Her left hand lay flat on top of the thin, scratchy wool blanket. Her spine was a rigid line down the center of the mattress.

She had not moved. Not an inch. Not once in the long, dark stretch of the night.

Every joint felt stiff, locked in place by the sheer force of her own choice. The soreness was real, a physical cramp settling into her bicep and tracing a tight line down her neck, but the pain wasn’t a punishment. It was a brand. It was the undeniable proof that when Mara Voss gave her a rule in the dark, Tess kept it.

Even now, with the block beginning to stir—a cough somewhere down the tier, the distant clatter of a heavy steel gate sliding on its greased track—Tess didn’t shift. She waited. The memory of the night before pulsed hot behind her ribs. Mara had wrapped her hand over Tess’s knuckles. The heat of that palm, the absolute finality of that claim—it had shut off the grinding, panicked noise in Tess’s head.

She wanted it again.

The craving was a sudden, sharp spike in her chest, restless and reckless. She wanted Mara to lean over, to tell her exactly how to breathe, exactly how to move. The soreness in her shoulder felt like a tether that connected directly to the woman in the bunk beneath her.

Below her, a mattress spring creaked. The soft, deliberate sound of Mara dropping her boots to the concrete.

Tess’s breath hitched. She held herself perfectly still against the flat state-issue pillow.

“Drop your hand, Tess.”

Mara’s voice was low, carrying just enough volume to breach the thin space between the bunks and nowhere else. There was no morning softness in it. Not a trace of casual greeting. Just the steady, unarguable weight of a command.

Tess’s fingers uncurled from the rail. They were stiff and numb, the joints popping as she pulled her arm down. She let out a long, shaky exhale, only realizing then how shallow her breathing had been. The relief cascading through her arm was immediate, but it was nothing compared to the sharp, electric thrill of obeying.

“Get up,” Mara said. “Make it tight. Count is in ten.”

Tess moved. She swung her legs over the edge, feeling the bite of the cold air against her skin, and looked down. Mara was already standing, smoothing the gray wool blanket over her own mattress with precise, brutally efficient motions. She didn’t look up. She didn’t offer a smile. She simply expected compliance.

Tess dropped to the floor, her bare feet hitting the freezing concrete, and turned to her bunk. She worked fast, pulling the sheets taut, checking her own rhythm against Mara’s silent standard. Her shoulder throbbed with every pull. She liked it. It reminded her of who she was yielding to.

The morning dragged into its usual, grinding routine. The 0600 count. The harsh, fluorescent glare snapping on, erasing the shadows and leaving only the stark, filthy reality of the block. The lines for chow, the noise of two hundred women, the smell of bleached floors and stale oatmeal.

Through it all, Tess existed in a state of tense, wired anticipation. She kept her eyes forward, kept her mouth shut, but every nerve ending was pointed toward Mara. She waited for a look. A correction. An instruction that would cut through the miserable noise of the facility.

Kendra tried to shoulder past her in the chow line, bumping Tess’s tray. A week ago, Tess would have frozen. A few days ago, she would have flared up. Today, she just adjusted her grip, keeping her eyes strictly on the back of the inmate in front of her. She didn’t look at Mara to see if she was watching. She just held the line, driven by the memory of the night’s obedience.

They returned to the block by mid-morning. It was supposed to be dead time. A pocket of quiet before the afternoon work assignments kicked in. Tess sat on the edge of her bunk, carefully folding a small stack of letters she had been allowed to keep, aligning the edges with meticulous care. It was a tiny, fragile attempt to control her space. To own one square foot of the world.

Then, the siren cut the air.

It wasn’t the low buzz of a standard announcement. It was a high, shrieking electronic squeal that hit the eardrums like physical violence.

Before the sound even died, the heavy steel door at the front of D-Block slammed open with a concussive boom.

“On the wall! Now! Move it! Lock it down on the wall!”

The screaming began immediately. Half a dozen Corrections Officers flooded the tier. They weren’t moving with the bored, plodding steps of the normal shift. They were moving aggressively, fast, their boots hammering the concrete, massive batons swinging at their belts, radios spitting static.

Tess froze, the letters slipping from her fingers.

“Wall! Face the wall!” an officer roared, slamming a hand violently against the metal stairs.

Women scattered. The fragile order of the morning shattered into total, blinding chaos. Inmates scrambled from tables, from bunks, dropping books and playing cards, throwing themselves toward the cinderblock walls.

“Move, Tess.”

Mara’s hand clamped hard around Tess’s bicep. The grip was a vise, entirely devoid of gentleness. She didn’t guide; she hauled. Tess stumbled, her bare feet scraping the concrete as Mara yanked her across the narrow aisle and slammed her shoulder-first toward the far wall.

“Face forward. Hands flat. Do not turn around,” Mara ordered, stepping up right beside her.

Tess slapped her palms against the freezing cinderblock. Her heart was a hammering bird behind her ribs.

“What’s happening?” Tess whispered, the panic rising fast in the back of her throat, tight and hot.

“Quiet,” Mara said. The word was a scalpel. It severed the question completely.

Behind them, the violence began.

Tess listened as the officers tore into the block. The sound was terrifyingly loud, a localized hurricane of destruction. She heard the screech of metal footlockers being thrown open and dumped onto the floor. The tearing of fabric. Mattresses being physically ripped from the steel frames and thrown down into the center aisle.

A boot kicked something metal across the floor, making a deafening clatter. A woman two cells down started crying, begging for them not to break a picture frame, and an officer shouted her down with brutal, overlapping authority.

“Shut your mouth! Keep your faces on the wall!”

It was a shakedown. Tess had read about them, had half-expected them, but the reality was a suffocating nightmare. The absolute erasure of agency. They were standing there, staring at paint chips, while strangers destroyed the tiny, pathetic illusions of safety they had built for themselves.

Tess’s breathing sped up. It hitched in her chest, shallow and rapid. Her palms started to sweat against the wall. She heard an officer—it sounded like Reese—enter their specific alcove.

*Rip.*

The sound of her neatly folded blanket being torn off the top bunk.

*Crash.*

Her footlocker. They were dumping her locker.

Tess closed her eyes, squeezing them shut until she saw white bursts of light. *The letters. My things. My space.* A localized claustrophobia seized her throat. The walls were shrinking. The noise was too loud, peeling back her skin, exposing every raw nerve to the fluorescent light. She was going to break. She was going to turn around, or scream, or drop to her knees and cover her ears. She could feel the sob building in her chest, hot and humiliating.

“Tess.”

Mara’s voice.

It was pitched perfectly underneath the roar of the officers. It didn’t try to compete with the shouting. It didn’t try to comfort or soothe. It was a hard, low frequency that demanded total focus.

Tess let out a jagged gasp.

“Shut the noise out,” Mara commanded, standing half a foot to Tess’s left, her own hands flat, her posture impeccably steady. “Listen to me.”

Tess couldn’t. She heard the wet *thwack* of someone’s soap being smashed on the floor.

“Tess. Eyes open. Stare at the mortar line between the blocks. Look at it.”

Tess snapped her eyes open. The gray cinderblock smeared in her vision. She forced her focus onto the rough, gritty line of cement between two blocks directly at eye level.

“You are breathing too fast,” Mara said, her tone utterly detached from the chaos behind them. It was a clinical observation. An instruction waiting to happen. “Drop your shoulders.”

Tess tried. They only moved an inch, still vibrating with tension.

“I said drop them,” Mara corrected. The reprimand was sharp, carrying the full weight of the authority she wielded in the dark.

Tess flinched, and her shoulders fell.

“Good,” Mara said. “Now breath in. Through your nose. One.”

Tess dragged air in. It felt like pulling broken glass into her lungs.

“Two,” Mara counted. “Three. Hold.”

Tess held it. Her chest ached. Behind her, Reese hurled a stack of books onto the floor. Tess trembled, but she didn’t exhale.

“Out. Slowly,” Mara commanded.

Tess pushed the air out in a shaky rush.

“Try again. You don’t dump it. You control it. In. One. Two. Three.”

It wasn’t a suggestion. It was a demand. Tess inhaled, forcing the air down, tethering her spiraling mind entirely to the cadence of Mara’s voice. The prison vanished for three seconds. There was only the rough concrete against her fingertips and the absolute certainty that if she failed to follow the count, Mara would require her to fix it.

“Hold.”

Tess held. The panic hit a wall inside her throat and stopped rising.

“Out. Smooth.”

Tess exhaled. A long, controlled stream of breath.

“Again. On your own count. Do not speed up. Do not look away from the wall.”

Tess breathed. She felt the crushing weight of the facility pressing down on the back of her neck, but it couldn’t crush her, because Mara was holding the ceiling up with words. It was an intense, terrifying relief. Not the relief of comfort or safety. The relief of being managed. Of having the responsibility for her own survival taken out of her hands and placed firmly into Mara’s. She let Mara’s authority overwrite the State’s.

Behind them, the destruction continued, but the ringing in Tess’s ears had stopped. The heat pooling in her belly was entirely different from the hot spike of panic. It was the deep anchor of obedience. Lower, against her will, her clit had started a slow, traitorous throb in time with Mara’s count. She pressed her palms harder against the concrete and held the rhythm anyway.

Slow footsteps crunched over the debris on the floor, moving down the line of inmates.

Tess recognized the gait. Officer Dorsey.

Dorsey paused directly behind them. Tess felt the physical proximity of the guard, the distinct scent of heavily starched uniform fabric and bad coffee. Tess held her breath, staring at the mortar line.

“Well, well,” Dorsey drawled, her voice a low, gravelly hum over the background noise. “Looks like a goddamn bomb went off in here.”

Tess didn’t move. She kept her fingers splayed flat.

Dorsey took half a step closer. The tip of her baton tapped lazily against the steel rail of the bunk frame behind them. “You breathing alright over there, Calder? Looked like you were about to have a stroke two minutes ago.”

Tess swallowed aggressively to clear her throat. She didn’t know if she was allowed to answer. She didn’t know what Mara wanted her to do. The silence stretched, tight and dangerous.

“She’s fine, Officer.”

Mara answered for her. The tone was flat, respectful, but carrying a distinct, unbothered weight.

Dorsey let out a short, hollow laugh. The baton tapped the metal again. *Clink.*

“I didn’t ask you, Voss,” Dorsey said softly. “But since you’re volunteering. I’m watching you run this little side-show. Better than my own staff, frankly.”

Tess felt the blood freeze in her veins. She could feel the block watching. Even with their faces to the wall, Kendra, Dani, everyone standing in that line—they could hear Dorsey singling them out. Dorsey naming what was happening.

“Just keeping the peace, Officer,” Mara said smoothly. “Less paperwork for you.”

Dorsey hummed. It was a calculating sound. She stepped into Tess’s peripheral vision, leaning close enough that Tess could see the sharp line of her jaw and the cold intelligence in her eyes.

“Get yourself under control, Calder,” Dorsey warned, her voice dropping to a harsh whisper meant only for the two of them. “I don’t mind a dog on a leash, but if you start pissing on the rug when the lights come on, I drag you out. Keep your drama quiet. Both of you.”

Dorsey tapped the baton one last time, turned, and walked away, shouting an order at Reese to finish tearing apart the next cell.

Tess’s knees suddenly felt like water. The adrenaline crash hit her so hard she swayed toward the wall, her forehead dropping toward the concrete.

“Keep your head up,” Mara snapped. “Off the wall, Tess. Straighten up.”

Tess jerked her head back, her spine locking. Her breath hitched again, the panic threatening to return now that Dorsey’s immediate threat was gone. The block was a mess of torn clothing, spilled commissary, and broken institutional plastic. The raw vulnerability of it sank its claws back into her chest.

“Mara,” Tess whispered. The word broke in the middle. It was a plea. She didn’t know what she was asking for, only that she was drowning and needed the rope again.

“Listen to me,” Mara said. They were still facing the wall. Mara still hadn’t touched her since slamming her there. “The block is going to get worse. They exist to tear your space apart and show you that you own nothing. I warned you about this.”

“I can’t—“

“Stop.” Mara’s voice was a whip crack. It killed Tess’s sentence.

Mara didn’t look at her, but Tess felt the intense, burning focus radiating from the woman beside her.

“You can,” Mara corrected slowly. “And you will. Because you are not going to break on this block. Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” Tess forced out, her voice raw.

“I am setting a rule right now,” Mara said, her tone dropping into the exact, low register she used in the dark. The private, commanding frequency that bypassed Tess’s brain and went straight to her pulse. “When they do this—when the sirens go off, when the officers start tearing things apart, when this place gets loud and you start spinning—you do not look at them. You do not look at your things. You find my voice, and you stay there until you are steady.”

Tess stared at the mortar line. The gray block seemed to pulse.

“Acknowledge it,” Mara demanded quietly.

“I hear you.”

“Repeat it.”

Tess swallowed. Her mouth was bone dry, but her chest was settling. The panic was dissolving into the heavy, narcotic pull of submission. “When it gets loud... I find your voice. And I stay there. Until I’m steady.”

“Exactly right,” Mara said. There was the faintest trace of approval in the words. It hit Tess like a shot of pure oxygen. “Now breathe.”

Tess breathed.

Ten minutes later, the whistle blew again. The officers withdrew, marching out in a hard, organized line, leaving the inmates to turn around and face the devastation.

“Clear!” the shift captain barked from the gate.

The heavy door slammed shut. The magnetic locks engaged with a loud, final *clank*.

Slowly, women began to pull off the walls. The silence lasted only a second before the swearing started. Angry, defeated muttering. The sound of people dropping to their knees to pick out crushed photos and torn letters.

Tess finally turned around.

Her bunk was destroyed. The sheets were hanging off the side in a tangled mess. Her locker was upside down, her carefully folded state-issue clothes kicked across the dirty floor. The letters she had been holding were scattered under the bed frame, carrying black scuff marks from an officer’s boot.

It was violation. Pure, institutional violation.

Tess looked at the mess, and for a terrifying second, she felt nothing about the letters. She didn’t care about the clothes, or the invasion of privacy.

She turned her head slightly to the left. Mara was standing in the aisle, calmly evaluating her own wrecked bunk. Mara’s posture was flawless. Her breathing was measured.

A cold shudder worked its way down Tess’s spine.

She realized exactly what had just happened. In the dark, she had wanted Mara’s control. It was an erotic pressure. It was a release valve for her fear. But out here, under the blinding fluorescent lights with her entire world smashed to pieces, it was different.

She hadn’t just wanted it. She had needed it. If Mara hadn’t ordered her to breathe, she would have broken in front of the entire block. She would have caught a charge, or gotten dragged to solitary by Dorsey.

Needing Mara under stress was infinitely more dangerous than wanting her in the dark. The realization settled heavy in her gut, tight and absolute. She was sliding toward something irreversible, and she didn’t possess the strength—or the desire—to stop it.

Tess stepped forward into the wreckage. She didn’t stoop to pick up her own things.

She turned to Mara’s bunk instead, waiting for the command to clean it up.


Chapter 8

Day five. The siren didn’t just ring; it tore through the concrete, a ragged, mechanical shriek that vibrated in Tess’s teeth. It was a sound designed specifically to induce panic, to strip away whatever thin veneer of calm the inmates had managed to scrape together since morning.

Yesterday’s shakedown still hummed in Tess’s blood, a restless, jagged anxiety that had kept her awake half the night, hyper-aware of every scrape of a boot on the tier outside. Now, just after lunchtime, the facility alarm ruptured the block.

“Lock it down! Step back to your bunks! Lock it down!” The guards’ voices were barely audible over the klaxon, but the metallic, synchronized *slam-clack* of fifty steel doors sliding shut down the tier did the job of communicating exactly what was happening.

Tess stumbled back as the heavy grated door to her cell rolled on its track and snapped into the frame with a brutal finality. The deadbolt engaged with a sound like a gunshot.

She stood frozen in the middle of the narrow cell, her hands hovering halfway to her chest. Her breath hitched, catching somewhere behind her sternum, shallow and fast. She had known the doors locked. She had slept behind the locked door for four nights. But this was different. The sheer suddenness of the institutional lockdown—the absolute, suffocating finality of it—hit her like a physical blow. The air in the cramped cell felt thinner.

There would be no laundry detail today. No walk across the yard. No movement. Just this concrete box.

She spun around. Mara was already sitting on the edge of the lower bunk, her expression entirely unchanged. She hadn’t flinched at the siren. She hadn’t jumped when the door slammed. She was a study in absolute stillness, her dark eyes tracking Tess’s erratic, sharp movements with a hooded weight.

“What’s happening?” Tess demanded, her voice betraying her. It sounded thin. Shaky. The siren finally cut off, replaced by a tense, suffocating quiet broken only by the distant shouting of guards and the muffled voices of panicked inmates down the block.

“Facility lockdown,” Mara said, her voice a low, steady rumble that contrasted starkly with the chaos outside. She didn’t offer anything else. She didn’t try to soothe Tess. She just watched her.

“For how long?” Tess asked, stepping closer to the bars, gripping the cold steel with white-knuckled fingers. She pressed her face to the gap, trying to see down the tier. Nothing. Just the harsh fluorescent lighting glinting off more steel.

“Until they say otherwise,” Mara replied. “Step away from the door, Tess.”

It was a command. Quiet, unarguable, specific. It wasn’t a suggestion to keep her out of trouble; it was a directive designed to force compliance.

Tess bristled, her jaw tightening. “I just want to see what’s going on.”

“Step. Away. From the door.” Mara’s voice barely rose in volume, but the undercurrent of authority deepened, thickening the air between them.

The heat of the cell was already rising, the ventilation system struggling to keep up with the bodies trapped inside the block. Sweat pricked at the back of Tess’s neck. The walls felt like they were inching closer, the concrete breathing down her neck. Panic, hot and bright, flared in her chest. She needed space. She needed to breathe. She needed to not be told what to do every single second.

“Stop it,” Tess snapped, dropping her hands from the bars but remaining where she stood. “Just—stop managing me. I’m fine.”

Mara just looked at her. Her gaze was slow, deliberate, raking over Tess’s rigid posture, the rapid rise and fall of her chest, the defensive tilt of her chin. Mara knew she wasn’t fine. Mara knew Tess was five seconds away from a full-blown panic attack, trapped in a cage with a woman who had systematically begun dismantling every defense she had.

“Suit yourself,” Mara said softly, leaning back against the concrete wall and crossing her arms.

The afternoon dragged into a grueling, agonizing eternity. The claustrophobia was a physical weight, pressing down on Tess’s lungs. Hours ticked by marked only by the shifting shadows cast by the security lights out on the tier. Occasionally, the heavy thud of boots would march past, accompanied by the crackle of a guard’s radio.

Sometime around four o’clock, the slot in the door banged open. A brown paper sack was shoved through, hitting the floor with a pathetic slap. Sack meals. The ultimate sign that the lockdown was serious and extended.

Tess stared at the crushed paper bag, her stomach churning. She couldn’t eat. She couldn’t sit still. She paced the three feet of available floor space, her movements jerky and erratic. Every time she turned, she met Mara’s eyes. Always watching. Always calm. The contrast was infuriating, but beneath the anger, a terrifying realization began to take root in Tess’s mind: she wanted Mara to stop her. She needed the grounding weight of Mara’s authority to crush this spiraling panic.

She wanted the rules. The fear of being trapped was overwhelming, but the fear of spinning out of control alone was worse.

At six, Officer Dorsey walked the tier for the mandatory count. Tess was vibrating with tension, standing near the sink, her arms wrapped tight around her own waist. When Dorsey paused in front of their cell, Tess’s head snapped up.

Dorsey’s eyes lingered on Tess, taking in the pale, sweating face, the wide eyes, the sheer, unadulterated terror practically vibrating off the new girl. The guard’s hand rested casually on the baton at her belt. She looked ready to call for backup, ready to extract an unpredictable inmate.

Before Dorsey could speak, Mara shifted.

“Tess,” Mara said. The word was a heavy stone dropped into a turbulent pool.

Tess flinched, her eyes darting to Mara.

“Sit on the bunk,” Mara commanded. Her voice wasn’t raised, but it carried an absolute, unbreakable weight. It was the crisis rule. When everything else fell apart, find Mara’s voice.

Tess’s body obeyed before her mind could catch up. The relief of being told exactly what to do, of having the decision violently wrenched out of her hands, was a physical rush. Her knees buckled and she dropped onto the edge of her thin mattress, her hands clenching into fists on her thighs.

Dorsey watched the exchange. The guard’s eyes flicked from Tess’s rigid submission to Mara’s cold, commanding stillness. Dorsey was no fool. She knew exactly what was happening in this cell. She knew the hierarchy. And in a locked-down, high-tension environment, a calm cell was a good cell. Dorsey didn’t grant permission; she simply recognized a situation that didn’t require her baton. She offered a slow, barely perceptible nod to the quiet order Mara was keeping, and moved to the next door without a word.

The silence that followed Dorsey’s departure was deafening. The block was quiet, the inmates subdued by the prolonged confinement. Night began to bleed into the facility, the harsh overheads clicking off, leaving only the eerie, yellow glow of the emergency tier lights slicing through the bars.

Tess sat on the bunk, her breath loud in the quiet cell. She felt raw. Exposed. Dorsey had seen it. The whole block probably knew it. She belonged to the veteran. But the shame was entirely eclipsed by the overwhelming, dark pulse of arousal pooling low in her belly.

Mara stood up. The movement was fluid, predatory in the tight space. She stepped into the meager slice of light filtering through the bars, towering over Tess.

“You’re shaking,” Mara observed, her voice dropping to a low, rough purr that sent a shiver straight down Tess’s spine.

“I hate this,” Tess whispered, her voice cracking. “I hate being locked in. I hate...” She trailed off, unable to form the words, her eyes fixed on Mara’s dark boots.

“Look at me,” Mara commanded.

Tess swallowed hard, forcing her chin up. The power radiating off Mara in the dim light was suffocating, thick.

“You don’t just hate the lockdown, Tess,” Mara said, stepping closer. The toe of Mara’s boot nudged Tess’s sneaker, forcing her legs slightly further apart. “You hate that you can’t handle it. And you hate that the only thing keeping you from losing your mind in here right now is me.”

Tess’s breath hitched. She wanted to deny it. She opened her mouth to form the lie, to snap back with the attitude she usually relied on. “I don’t need—“ she started, but the defiance cracked and withered on her tongue instantly. The truth dragged out of her, raw and humiliating.

“Yes,” Tess whispered, the admission tearing at her throat.

“You want my rules,” Mara said softly, stepping directly between Tess’s spread knees. The heat rolling off Mara’s body was intoxicating. “You don’t just endure them because you’re scared of other inmates. You want them from me.”

Tess squeezed her eyes shut, a tear hot and fast escaping down her cheek. “Yes.”

“Then ask properly,” Mara demanded, the command hard and unyielding. “Get on your knees and ask me to tell you what to do.”

The air in the cell vanished. Tess’s heart hammered a hard, uneven rhythm against her ribs. She was twenty-nine years old, a woman who had prided herself on independence, on sharp edges and control. And here she was, trapped in a concrete box, her body burning with a humiliating need to submit.

She slid off the edge of the bunk. Her knees hit the cold concrete floor. The physical act of kneeling, of lowering herself before the other woman, shattered the last remaining wall of resistance in her mind. She looked up at Mara, her chest heaving, the yellow tier light throwing harsh shadows across the planes of Mara’s hard, unreadable face.

“Tell me what to do,” Tess pleaded, her voice a ragged, desperate whisper. “Please. Just... tell me what to do, Mara.”

Mara’s eyes darkened, a flash of pure, possessive heat breaking through her usual detachment. “Good girl,” she murmured, the praise sending a violent shock of electricity straight to Tess’s clit.

Mara reached down, her strong fingers tangling roughly in Tess’s hair. She didn’t pull, but the grip was absolute, anchoring Tess in place, offering the inescapable control she had been begging for.

“Stand up,” Mara ordered.

Tess scrambled to her feet, her legs trembling so hard she almost stumbled. Mara’s hands immediately settled on her hips, calloused fingers digging into the rough fabric of her prison-issue pants. Mara spun her around, forcing her back against the cold steel of the cell door, pressing the length of her body solidly against Tess’s.

Tess gasped at the sudden, overwhelming contact. Mara felt like solid stone, dominant, pinning her effortlessly to the door.

“You want rules,” Mara whispered harshly, her mouth hovering just behind Tess’s ear, her breath hot against the sensitive skin. “Rule number one for tonight. You don’t speak unless I tell you to. You just take what I give you.”

Tess nodded hard, her breath coming in short, harsh pants.

Mara’s hand slid from Tess’s hip, dragging up her stomach, forcing its way under the hem of her loose grey shirt. The blunt, calloused fingertips scraped against Tess’s bare skin, tracing the line of her ribs before closing roughly over her breast. A strangled whimper tore from Tess’s throat as Mara squeezed, her thumb dragging hard over the tightening nipple.

“Quiet,” Mara snapped, pinning Tess’s hip down with her own.

Tess bit her lip, tasting copper, her eyes fluttering shut. The sensory overload was blinding. The cold steel at her back, the suffocating heat of the cell, the dominant weight of Mara pressed against her, and the undeniable, liquid heat flooding between her thighs.

Mara’s other hand dropped, mapping the curve of Tess’s ass through the cheap cotton pants. She squeezed, kneading the flesh with a rough, proprietary grip that made Tess whimper again, grinding unconsciously back against the solid pressure of Mara’s body. The friction was maddening, a terrible echo of the ache throbbing deep inside her.

“You’re soaking wet for me already,” Mara murmured, her voice rough, her mouth pressing a hot, open-mouthed kiss to the side of Tess’s neck. “You’re so desperate for this. So desperate to be owned.”

“Please,” Tess gasped out, breaking the rule, unable to contain the desperate need tearing through her.

Mara’s hand yanked hard on Tess’s hair, snapping her head back against the steel door with a dull thud. “I said quiet.” The command was final, carrying the full, dangerous weight of her authority.

Tess swallowed her next plea, tears of relief and arousal blurring her vision. She nodded, her body going slack, surrendering completely to the unyielding hold.

Mara’s hand slid to the waistband of Tess’s pants, dragging them down in a single hard pull, taking her cheap underwear with them. The cool air of the cell hit Tess’s bare and soaked skin, heightening the insistent throb of her clit.

Without hesitation, Mara’s fingers found her. She was slick, dripping with her own desperation, the wetness slicking Mara’s calloused fingers immediately. Mara didn’t tease. She didn’t offer soft romance. She dragged two thick fingers firmly, brutally up Tess’s slick slit, pressing hard against the swollen, aching bud of her clit.

Tess arched violently, a muffled scream dying in her throat as she bit down hard on her own lip. Her hands flew back, gripping the bars of the cell door behind her for dear life, her knuckles white.

“There it is,” Mara growled, her fingers circling the rigid clit with an unrelenting pressure. “That’s what you’ve been fighting all week. That open, bleeding need for someone to take control. For me to take control.”

Mara pushed deeper, her fingers parting the slick folds of Tess’s pussy. Tess was incredibly tight, clenching instinctively, but Mara was relentless. She thrust two fingers deep inside Tess’s wet, tight cunt, a sharp, ragged sound tearing from Tess as she was finally, fully filled.

The penetration was direct, hard, and commanding. Mara began a ruthless, rhythmic thrusting, her fingers sliding in and out of Tess’s soaking wet hole, stretching her, claiming her, driving up into the sensitive, aching walls of her pussy with every push.

“Fuck,” Tess gasped, her hips bucking back blindly, trying to meet the brutal rhythm, hungry to deepen the penetration.

“Tell me who you belong to,” Mara demanded, her thumb shifting to lock down heavily over Tess’s clit, pressing hard, trapping the swelling nerve bundle against her pubic bone as her fingers continued to pound relentlessly inside her.

“You,” Tess whispered, her voice breaking, the absolute truth stripping her bare. “You, Mara. Just you.”

“That’s right,” Mara praised darkly, speeding up the pace. The wet, slapping sound of their bodies echoed obscenely loudly in the quiet cell. Mara thrust her fingers deeper, bending them upwards in a hook, striking the deep, aching knot of nerves inside Tess that made her spine bow sharply off the door.

Tess was losing her mind. The claustrophobia, the fear of the lockdown, the intense, overwhelming reality of the prison—all of it vanished, narrowed down to the three specific points of contact Mara had taken from her: the hand in her hair, the thick fingers buried inside her cunt, and the crushing, bruising pressure of the thumb grinding down on her clit.

The orgasm did not build. It tore. Tess’s internal muscles clamped down hard around Mara’s fingers in paralyzing spasms. A ragged cry tore loose from Tess’s throat—and Mara’s free hand was there before it could carry, clamping hard over her mouth, smothering the sound against the steel door as she climaxed. “Quiet,” Mara breathed into her ear, the word ironclad, holding her there as the orgasm rolled through her in shuddering waves.

Mara didn’t stop. She kept her hand sealed over Tess’s mouth, thrust harder, pushing her fingers deep into Tess’s convulsing pussy and holding them there, forcing Tess to ride out the intense, agonizing peak of the orgasm. She held Tess flush against the door, grinding her own body against Tess’s trembling back, drinking in the violent tremors of her surrender.

“Give it to me. Quietly,” Mara ordered low against her ear, her thumb still bearing down, working the swollen clit until the pleasure tipped over into bright, agonizing overstimulation.

Tess sobbed soundlessly into Mara’s palm, entirely broken, her body going completely limp against the door as the final aftershocks ebbed. She was a ruin of sweat, tears, and absolute relief.

Only when Tess’s breathing slowed did Mara lift her hand from Tess’s mouth, the seal breaking with a soft, ragged inhale. Mara slowly withdrew her slick fingers, the wet sound loud in the thick silence. She kept Tess pinned, her breath coming slightly faster now, pressing her forehead against the back of Tess’s neck.

“Clean yourself up,” Mara said finally, her voice dropping back to that calm, terrifyingly flat register. She stepped back, breaking the suffocating contact, leaving Tess trembling and bare against the cold steel.

Tess slid slowly down the door, her legs giving out completely. She pulled her pants back up with shaking hands, her breathing ragged, tears drying on her face. The cell was just as small, the lockdown was still in effect, and the block was still a trap. Tess looked up from the floor at Mara. The veteran stood at the small steel sink, her back straight and her movements entirely unhurried as water ran over her slick fingers. The panic was gone. In its place, the quiet, terrifying reality of who Tess now belonged to settled completely over the cell.


Chapter 9

The deadbolt mechanisms turned over with an echoing crack that rattled the length of D-Block. For a second, the steel of the doors didn’t move, the facility holding its breath. Then the automated pneumatics kicked in, and fifty cell doors slid open simultaneously.

Lockdown was lifted.

Tess Calder stood in the center of her cell, her hands pressed flat against the seams of her gray issue pants, breathing shallowly through her mouth. The air in the block had changed. The dense, trapped quiet of the last five days shattered, replaced by the chaotic roar of women shouting across tiers, boots hitting the concrete walkways, and the barked commands of corrections officers re-establishing the daily routine.

It was too loud. It was too fast.

Tess closed her eyes, fighting a sudden, staggering wave of vertigo. Her body felt entirely out of sync with the noise. Beneath the rough fabric of her uniform, her muscles hummed with a deep, bruised exhaustion. The skin over her knees was still tight and slightly tender. Her wrists felt raw, though there wasn’t a mark on them. The soreness was a ghost, a physical echo of what had happened against the cell bars less than twelve hours ago, when the pressure had finally cracked her open and she had surrendered every jagged piece of her autonomy straight into Mara Voss’s hands.

*Kneel.*

*Ask properly.*

The memory was a hot, terrifying flash in her chest. Tess dug her fingernails into her own thighs, trying to anchor herself in the reality of the morning. She had broken. She had knelt on the thin mattress, she had begged for the instruction, and she had let Mara take her apart in the tight, suffocating confines of the locked cell. It had been the most terrifying loss of control in her twenty-nine years of life.

And she had never slept deeper in her life than she had last night.

“Modified movement, D-Block!” The voice belonged to Dorsey, the veteran corrections officer working the floor. “Chow line in ten. Shortened yard block to follow. Keep it quiet or I lock it right back down! Let’s go!”

Tess opened her eyes. Across the narrow space of the cell, Mara was already moved out of her bunk.

Mara was thirty-six, and prison had not worn her down so much as it had chiseled everything unnecessary away from her. She moved with a frightening economy of motion. There was no wasted energy, no hesitation, no nervous tics. Her dark hair was pulled neatly back, her uniform immaculate despite the five days confined without laundry service. She was tucking the corner of her blanket precisely under the thin mattress, her face completely unreadable.

Tess watched her with a desperate, hungry intensity she couldn’t hide. She wanted Mara to look at her. She wanted Mara to give her an order, just one word, something to tell her how to exist now that the doors were open and the world was rushing back in. She felt exposed, stripped down to nerves and raw want.

Mara finished the corner, smoothed her hand over the blanket, and turned. She didn’t offer a smile. She didn’t offer reassurances. Her dark eyes swept over Tess, taking in the rigid posture, the slightly parted lips, the panic vibrating right below the surface.

“Breathe,” Mara said.

The command was low, pitched only for the two of them, but it hit Tess with the physical force of a hand snapping out to catch her in the dark.

Tess took a jagged breath in. Her shoulders dropped a fraction of an inch.

“Count is over. Lockdown is lifted,” Mara stated, her tone flat and calm. “You step out of this cell, and you keep your mouth shut. Keep your eyes forward on the line. Do you understand?”

Tess swallowed hard against the dryness in her throat. She hated being told what to do. Before Blackstone, if anyone had spoken to her with that kind of flat, unarguable authority, she would have torn them apart. She had built her entire life on never being managed, never being dependent, never letting anyone think they held the reins.

But looking at Mara, feeling the stabilizing weight of that instruction settle over her panicked mind, the only thing Tess felt was profound, humiliating relief.

“Yes,” Tess whispered. The word felt too small. She cleared her throat and tried again, forcing the volume up. “Yes.”

Mara held her gaze for three agonizingly slow seconds. Tess felt pinned, dissected, evaluated, and finally, approved.

“Walk,” Mara said, and stepped back to clear the doorway.

The walk to the chow hall was a blur of institutional gray, the smell of burnt coffee and industrial bleach, and the aggressive posturing of inmates testing the boundaries after days of confinement. Tess moved mechanically. She kept her eyes locked on the space directly in front of her, just like Mara had instructed, but she could feel the shift in the atmosphere.

Before the lockdown, D-Block had seen her as fresh meat. A well-dressed white-collar idiot who was going to get chewed up and spit out. But this morning, the stares felt different. They were heavier. More calculating. Women were watching her, and then their eyes were flicking over to Mara, who walked further up the line with her usual cold detachment.

They knew.

Tess felt a flush of heat creeping up her neck. They didn’t know the explicit details, they couldn’t possibly know exactly what had happened against the cell bars, but they had eyes. They had watched Tess unravel during the shakedown. They had seen Mara steady her with a breath. They knew that when the doors locked down, the terrified new girl hadn’t fallen apart; she had settled under the darkest, most dangerous shadow in the block.

By the time chow ended and the guards called the delayed, shortened yard block, the tension in Tess’s neck was a solid, throbbing ache.

The transition to the yard was chaotic. Because of the modified movement schedule, they were dumping multiple tiers out at once, compressing two hours of normal yard time into forty-five minutes of packed, claustrophobic sunlight.

Tess stepped out through the security doors and into the harsh mid-morning glare. She flinched, throwing a hand up to shield her eyes. The heat off the concrete was already stifling. The air smelled of ozone from the electric perimeter fencing, dust, and hundreds of sweating bodies.

She lost sight of Mara in the crush at the doorway. Panic flared, hot and bright in her chest. She took a step forward, scanning the crowd of gray uniforms, her heart rate spiking.

*Stop it,* she told herself viciously, digging her nails into her palms. *You are not a dog. You don’t have to heel.*

She needed to prove she could stand on her own two feet without Mara dictating her posture. She needed the illusion of independence. Tess forced herself to stop tracking the crowd, adjusted her collar, and walked deliberately toward the southern perimeter fence. She found a patch of chain-link that was mostly empty, leaned her shoulder blades against the diamond-patterned steel, and crossed her arms over her chest, trying to project a defensive, impenetrable wall.

It didn’t work. The skin on the back of her neck crawled. The space beside her felt agonizingly empty. She wanted the boundary. She wanted the rule. She wanted the suffocating safety of Mara’s eyes on her.

“You look like a stray trying to figure out if it’s allowed to sit.”

The voice was grating, loud and performative. Tess stiffened, turning her head as Kendra Pike stepped out of the flow of foot traffic and into Tess’s immediate space.

Kendra was taller than Tess, heavily muscled from years inside the system, with a crude, aggressive energy that turned Tess’s stomach. Kendra smelled like cheap commissary deodorant and stale sweat. She didn’t stop at a polite distance. She stepped in close, crowding Tess against the chain-link, boxing her in with her shoulders.

Tess uncrossed her arms, dropping her hands to her sides, balling them into fists. Her old instincts flared—the urge to spit venom, to go straight to the throat with something sharp and ruinous.

But Mara’s rules echoed in her skull: *When it gets loud, find my voice and stay there. If you’re angry, you bring it to me.*

Tess locked her jaw, staring straight ahead at Kendra’s collarbone.

“Nothing clever to say today, fresh meat?” Kendra mocked, leaning closer. “You’re usually so full of mouth.”

“Back off, Kendra,” Tess said. Her voice was too tight, too thin. It lacked the ice she wanted.

Kendra laughed, a harsh, ugly sound. She reached out and flicked the collar of Tess’s uniform, casual and degrading. “You think you’re untouchable now? Just because Voss let you hide under her bunk during lockdown?”

Tess’s stomach dropped. The heat of humiliation flared across her cheeks.

“You don’t know anything,” Tess hissed, her control slipping.

“I know how this place works,” Kendra countered, her voice dropping the performative volume, turning low and viciously serious. “And I know Voss. You think she’s playing house with you? You think you’re special? She likes her space clean, Calder. You’re a mess. A liability. She just hasn’t figured out how to scrape you off her shoe yet.”

Kendra took another half-step in. The chain-link bit painfully into Tess’s spine. The sun was beating down, suffocating.

“Voss isn’t unclaimed territory,” Kendra said, the territorial jealousy bleeding through her disguised contempt. “I’ve been in this block for three years. She doesn’t take on strays. And she sure as hell doesn’t take on loud, shaking little tourists who can’t even stand in the yard without looking around for permission to breathe.”

The words hit their mark perfectly. Tess’s breath hitched. Panic and fury warring so hard in her blood she felt dizzy. It was exactly what she had feared in the quiet moments of the night—that her need was disgusting, that her submission was just a temporary nuisance to Mara, that she was a joke to the rest of the block.

Kendra smiled, seeing the hit land. “She’s got you leashed already, hasn’t she? Does she make you beg for it, or do you just fall over the second she looks at you?”

“Shut your mouth,” Tess snapped, her voice trembling.

Kendra raised a hand, pressing it flat against the chain-link right next to Tess’s head, caging her. “Or what? What are you gonna do about it? You gonna cry to Voss? You think she gives a shit if I take a piece of you right here?”

Tess couldn’t breathe. The yard around them was a blur of noise. She was cornered, humiliated, and the overwhelming, terrifying truth was that she didn’t want to fight Kendra. She just wanted Mara. She wanted the defining weight of Mara’s command to drop over her and make the rest of the world shut up.

The shift in the atmosphere happened before a single word was spoken.

It was a physical ripple through the inmates standing nearest to the fence. The casual chatter died. A pocket of silence opened up, spreading outward like a drop of ink in water.

Kendra didn’t turn around, but her posture stiffened.

Mara didn’t yell. She didn’t rush across the concrete. She didn’t posture with her shoulders the way Kendra did. She just arrived, carving a path through the crowded yard through sheer, unarguable presence.

She stepped up directly behind Kendra, her boots entirely silent on the pavement.

The air felt like it was going to snap. On the catwalk above, Officer Dorsey had stopped walking, her hands resting on the rail, watching the cluster at the fence. The entire block was tracking the movement.

Mara looked at Tess. Just Tess.

“With me.”

Two words. Low, gravelly, completely devastating in their simplicity.

The command didn’t ask for compliance. It assumed it as an absolute reality. The relief that crashed through Tess was so violent it nearly buckled her knees. The terror, the humiliation, the panic—it all vanished, wiped out instantly by the overwhelming safety of that voice.

Tess didn’t hesitate. She didn’t think about her pride. She pushed off the chain-link fence, ducking her shoulder to clear the space under Kendra’s arm.

Kendra turned, her face twisting in a mix of shock and aggressive outrage, trying to block the exit.

Mara didn’t hit her. She didn’t even raise her voice. She simply stepped into the space Tess had just vacated, cutting the angle, forcing Kendra to take a step back or collide with Mara’s chest. Kendra took the step back.

Mara reached out. Her hand—calloused, exact—caught Tess by the left elbow. The grip was firm enough to bruise, a shock of heat through the thin uniform fabric.

Mara didn’t pull her behind her to hide her. She didn’t push her away. She pulled Tess in an arc, placing her deliberately, physically, against her own left side.

Tess froze. Her shoulder brushed Mara’s arm. Her hip was inches from Mara’s hip. Out in the open. In the blinding sunlight. Under the eyes of eighty inmates and three corrections officers.

It wasn’t a rescue. It was a placement. It was a positional claim.

*Left side.*

Tess’s breath caught in her throat. She stood perfectly still, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird, entirely consumed by the staggering, erotic possessiveness of where she had just been put. The fingers around her elbow burned through the thin uniform. She felt the heat of that bruising grip travel down her arm, across her ribs, and settle low between her legs in a soaked throb that she had to lock her knees to hide.

Mara finally looked at Kendra.

The temperature in the space seemed to drop ten degrees. Mara’s dark eyes were flat, terrifyingly blank. When she spoke, her voice was quiet enough that only the three of them could hear it, but the cadence was the clipped, absolute tone of a commanding officer who was one second away from inflicting critical damage.

“You have a problem with boredom, Pike,” Mara said.

Kendra shifted her weight, trying to hold her ground, but the bluster was rapidly bleeding out of her. “I’m just talking to the new girl, Voss. No rules against making conversation.”

“You are not talking to her,” Mara corrected softly. She didn’t move an inch, but Kendra flinched backward anyway. “You are trying to talk to me. You are trying to prove something to this yard by using my time and my focus.”

Mara’s grip on Tess’s elbow tightened just enough to send a sharp, agonizing spike of heat straight to Tess’s core.

“She is not a proxy,” Mara said, her voice dropping into a register of total dominance that made Tess’s knees shake. “You don’t use her to get to me. You don’t approach her to get my reaction. You don’t take my attention through her.”

Kendra swallowed hard. The humiliation on her face was stark. She had been publicly stripped of her leverage without a single hand being thrown. Mara had reduced her threat to a jealous tantrum.

“Understand?” Mara asked softly.

Kendra looked at the ground, her jaw tight. “...Yeah.”

“Walk away.”

Kendra turned and walked, shoving her way roughly back into the anonymous flow of the yard.

Mara didn’t watch her go. She kept her grip on Tess’s elbow for one more second, letting the weight of the silence hang between them, letting the rest of the block digest exactly what they were seeing. Then, she released Tess’s arm.

“Walk,” Mara instructed, turning toward the perimeter track.

Tess walked. She stayed exactly where Mara had placed her—on the left side, her pace matched perfectly to Mara’s slow, steady stride.

The adrenaline crash began to hit Tess halfway around the track. Her hands were shaking hard. Her skin felt too tight, flushed with an impossible heat. Her mind was racing, trying to categorize what had just happened.

Mara had claimed her. There was no other way to interpret it. The entire block had seen it. Dorsey had seen it. Mara had laid down a boundary so thick and territorial it felt like a brand on Tess’s skin.

But Mara wasn’t explaining it. As they walked the concrete path, the sun beating down on them, Mara remained completely detached. Her face was neutral, her eyes scanning the yard with the same cold, calculating distance she always had. It was maddening.

Tess felt as though she were burning alive from the inside out, consumed by a raw need for clarity. She needed to know what the rules were now. She needed to know what the left side meant. Did it mean she belonged to Mara everywhere now, or just when Kendra got too close? Did she still have to sleep with her hand flat on the blanket? Did she have the right to seek Mara out, or did she have to wait to be summoned?

The silence stretched. The lap ended. Mara turned effortlessly onto the path toward the housing unit doors. Yard time was wrapping up.

Tess couldn’t take it anymore. The words spilled out of her, rushed and broken.

“What does this mean?” Tess asked, her voice tight, skipping the ‘if you’re angry’ rule, skipping the composure she was supposed to hold. “Out there. What you did. Pushing her away like that, putting me here. What does it mean? Does everyone know now? What am I supposed to do when you’re not there?”

Mara stopped walking.

They were in the long shadow cast by the concrete retaining wall of D-Block. The air was slightly cooler here, away from the direct sun.

Mara turned slowly to face her. The look in her eyes stopped Tess’s nervous questions dead in her throat. The cold distance was gone. Underneath it was something so focused, so heavy with demand, that Tess physically took a breath backward.

“You are panicking,” Mara said, her voice smooth, low, and utterly controlled. “And you are hiding your panic behind questions you don’t actually want the answers to.”

“ I do,” Tess protested, her voice wavering. “I want to know what the rules are.”

Mara stepped into Tess’s space. She didn’t touch her, but the proximity was a cage of its own.

“No. You want me to give you a diagram so you don’t have to take the risk of admitting what you actually want.” Mara’s eyes bored into Tess’s, seeing straight through the bravado, straight through the defensiveness, down to the absolute, craving obedience at the bottom.

Tess’s lips parted, but no sound came out. She felt entirely exposed, stripped bare in the shadow of the wall.

“I don’t play games with guessing, Tess,” Mara said, her voice dropping lower, vibrating with the promise of consequence. “If you want to know what your place is. If you want the rules to get clearer. If you want this—“ Mara’s dark eyes flicked down to Tess’s mouth, then back up to her eyes, dragging the tension to a razor edge, “—you are going to stop hiding behind your attitude, and you will ask me properly.”

Mara didn’t wait for a response. She didn’t check to see if Tess was in agreement. She turned smoothly and continued walking toward the metal doors of D-Block.

Tess stood frozen in the shadows, her breath shallow, her heart threatening to shatter her ribs. The heat pooling in her stomach was an aching demand. She watched Mara’s back as she disappeared into the flow of inmates, knowing with terrifying certainty that there was no way out anymore.

She was going to ask.

And Mara was going to take everything else.


Chapter 10

The morning alarms sounded like dragging steel, harsh and abrasive against the inside of Tess’s skull. She stared up at the concrete ceiling of her cell, the gray dimness doing nothing to quiet the thrumming in her blood. She hadn’t slept. Not really. Every time her eyes closed, she felt the phantom weight of Mara’s hand in the yard.

*Left side.*

That was what Mara had said. A public, territorial line drawn directly in the dirt of Blackstone’s hierarchy. The left side was hers. Tess was hers. But what did that mean? The ambiguity was a low-level electrical hum beneath Tess’s skin, making her jittery, twitchy, hyper-aware of every sound echoing through the tier. She needed to know. She needed to understand the shape of the container Mara had built around her.

Roll call was a blur of fluorescent lights and the sour scent of unwashed bodies and institutional bleach. Tess stood at her bars, her posture rigid. The guards paced the tier, their batons clicking rhythmically against the metal railing. Usually, the sound sent a spike of anxiety straight through her, a reminder of the absolute lack of autonomy she possessed in this place. Today, however, her anxiety wasn’t focused on the guards, or the possibility of a shakedown, or even Yvette’s crew, who had been noticeably quiet since the incident in the yard.

Her anxiety was localized, a tight, wound-up spring in her chest, pointing directly toward the laundry detail.

She didn’t look for Mara during the long, shuffling walk down the main corridor. She didn’t have to. The awareness of the older woman’s location was a magnetic pull, a compass needle permanently fixed on true north. When they filed through the metal double doors into the humid, roaring cavern of the laundry facility, Tess kept her head down, her eyes fixed on the scuffed toes of the inmate in front of her.

The air here was always thick, a sauna of steam and industrial detergent that coated the lungs and left a film on the skin. The thrum of the giant commercial washing machines was deafening, a relentless mechanical heartbeat that vibrated up through the soles of Tess’s boots. The noise provided a twisted sort of privacy, dampening conversations and isolating the women into their own sweaty, repetitive tasks.

Tess took her station at the massive metal folding tables. Her hands moved automatically, snapping damp institutional sheets crisp and layering them in identical, perfectly aligned stacks. It was mindless labor, the kind that usually allowed her thoughts to drift to the outside—to her old apartment, the smell of coffee, the feeling of grass underfoot.

Not today. Today, her mind was trapped in the prison, circling the drain of yesterday’s yard incident in an endless, obsessive loop.

*Left side.*

She could still feel the phantom pressure of Mara’s touch, the authoritative weight that had silenced the murmurs of the yard. It had been protective, undeniably so, but the protection felt heavy. It didn’t feel like a favor. It felt like a down payment.

Her eyes kept darting toward the office doorway at the back of the massive tiled room. The records nook — a narrow side office tucked behind the supervisor’s station, where Yvette pushed paperwork onto whoever could keep a ledger straight. Lately, that was Mara. The glass was frosted, distorting the shapes inside, but Tess could see the silhouette seated behind the desk. Just knowing Mara was there, thirty feet away, sent a flush of heat creeping up Tess’s neck that had nothing to do with the steam-filled air.

“You look like a dog waiting for a whistle,” a voice muttered.

Tess stiffened, her gaze snapping back to the table, her hands fumbling a pillowcase. Kendra was working beside her, rhythmically wrestling a fitted sheet into submission. Kendra’s dark eyes were sharp, missing nothing. She had been on the laundry detail for two years, and she possessed a cynical, unshakeable calm that Tess usually envied.

“I’m just working, Kendra,” Tess kept her voice flat, devoid of the defensive spike she felt rising in her chest. She grabbed another damp sheet from the bin, snapping it hard to create a crack over the noise of the machines.

“Sure,” Kendra said, her voice dropping below the drone of a spin cycle, forcing Tess to lean in slightly to hear her. “Working. Except you’ve folded that same towel three times, and you’re sweating like you’re running a marathon, new fish.”

“It’s hot in here,” Tess deflected, wiping her forehead with the back of a damp, soapy-smelling wrist.

Kendra paused her folding, resting her forearms on the metal table. She leaned in closer, the scent of bleach and stale sweat clinging to her uniform. “Whole unit saw what happened in the yard yesterday. Nobody’s stepping on the left side of you. Yvette looked like she swallowed a lemon before she backed off. But whatever deal you made—you better be sure you know the terms.”

Tess’s stomach tightened. The words echoed her own frantic, midnight thoughts. *Terms.*

“There’s no deal,” Tess lied smoothly, though her hands betrayed her, gripping the edge of the sheet so tightly her knuckles turned white.

Kendra snorted, a sharp, disbelieving sound that cut through the industrial hum. “Keep telling yourself that. You think Mara steps off her porch just out of the goodness of her heart? That she marks territory for charity? Out there? That was a claim. Not a favor. And a claim comes with rent. You better figure out what it costs before the bill comes due.”

Kendra went back to folding, her movements precise and dismissive. Checkmate.

Tess felt exposed. She couldn’t take it anymore. The heat in the room was stifling, yes, but it was the internal heat, the burning, raw need for clarity that was truly suffocating her. Every time the doors at the front of the room clanged open, she jumped. Every time a shadow crossed her peripheral vision, her breath caught.

She was living in the space between the lightning strike and the thunderous boom. She knew the consequences of Mara’s action were coming, but the waiting was tearing her apart.

When the piercing shriek of the shift-switch whistle blew, signaling the ten-minute break for the first rotation, the room devolved into organized chaos. Women abandoned their stations, migrating toward the metal benches lined against the far wall, pulling water bottles and trading hushed, urgent whispers.

Tess didn’t move toward the break benches. The thought of sitting there, surrounded by the speculative glances of the rest of the detail, was impossible. She turned, almost against her own conscious will, toward the records nook.

The walk felt like a mile. The concrete floor felt slick under her boots. Each step was a decision she wasn’t entirely sure she was making. She was terrified of what Mara would say, but she was more terrified of enduring another hour, another day, of the agonizing, unresolved tension.

She approached the frosted glass door, her heart hammering a frantic, uneven rhythm against her ribs. She paused at the threshold. The air seeping from beneath the door frame was noticeably cooler, cutting through the laundry room humidity like a knife.

She raised a hand to knock, her knuckles hovering an inch from the wood.

“Stand there another second, Tess, and you’ll be writing me a memo on indecision,” a voice drifted out from the cool dimness.

Tess froze. She hadn’t made a sound. Her breathing had been shallow. But Mara knew. Mara always knew. It was as if the woman had a radar tuned to Tess’s specific frequency of panic.

Tess pushed the door open and stepped inside, pulling it shut behind her. The sharp *click* of the latch muted the industrial roar of the laundry floor to a dull, distant thrum. The silence in the room was thick, charged with a different kind of tension.

The office was small, dominated by a metal desk and a wall of filing cabinets. It was obsessively organized. Not a single paper was out of place. The air smelled different here, too. The bleach was masked by the scent of old paper, cold black coffee, and the faint, distinctly leather-and-soap scent of Mara herself.

Mara was seated behind the desk, her head bowed over a ledger. The scratch of her pen was loud against the quiet. She didn’t look up. She didn’t acknowledge Tess’s entrance, other than the initial command to enter.

Tess stood center stage, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. She felt massive, clumsy, entirely out of place in the neat, controlled environment. Ten seconds passed. Then twenty. The silence stretched until it became a physical pressure in Tess’s ears. It was a deliberate tactic, Tess realized. Mara was making her wait, making her stew in her own jittery energy.

“What do you want, Tess?” Mara’s voice was calm, almost disinterested. She finally lifted her gaze, the pen stopping its rhythmic scratching.

Her eyes were dark, unreadable iron. There was no warmth in them, no acknowledgment of the fact that twenty-four hours ago, she had pressed her body against Tess’s and claimed her in front of the entire prison.

“I—“ Tess started. The words she had practiced all night, the carefully constructed questions she had formed in the dark of her cell, abruptly evaporated. Her throat felt tight.

“You—“ Mara prompted. She leaned back in her chair, a slow, deliberate movement that only made her seem more dominant, more predatory in her stillness. She turned the pen slowly between long, calloused fingers.

“About yesterday,” Tess swallowed heavily, the air feeling terribly thin. “In the yard. I... I need to know what you meant.”

“I said exactly what I meant,” Mara replied smoothly. “The left side belongs to me. A simple geographical instruction for those who have trouble grasping boundaries.”

“But what does it mean for *me*?” Tess pressed, taking a half-step forward. The frustration was beginning to bleed into her tone, warring with the fear. “Are you protecting me? Is this—is this just about keeping Yvette and her crew off my back?”

Mara didn’t answer immediately. She let the silence stretch again, a weight pressing down on Tess’s shoulders. Mara’s gaze swept over Tess, a slow, clinical assessment. She was dissecting her posture, her tone, the panicked, messy energy radiating off her like heat waves off pavement.

“I don’t ‘just’ protect people, Tess,” Mara said softly, the edges of her voice razor-sharp, cutting through Tess’s aching hope for a simple explanation. “And I certainly do not answer vague, panicked questions from girls who are too cowardly to name what they’re actually looking for.”

“I’m not being a coward,” Tess flared, a rare spark of genuine anger piercing the anxiety. “I’m asking for clarity. I’m asking for the rules.”

“You are asking for a half-truth,” Mara corrected seamlessly, her tone unwavering. “You want me to frame what happened in the yard as an act of casual charity so your ego stays intact. You want me to tell you that I’m keeping the wolves away out of pity, so you don’t have to admit you want the leash.”

Tess gasped, taking a physical step back as if she’d been struck. Her face flushed a furious crimson. The words hit entirely too close to home.

“I don’t—“

“Stop.” Mara’s voice cracked like a whip in the small room. The command landed like a dropped iron bar.

Tess’s jaw snapped shut, her teeth clicking together. She was trembling. The air between them crackled with static.

Mara stood up. The movement was fluid, athletic, and deeply intimidating. She walked around the desk, closing the distance between them with slow, deliberate steps until the toes of her polished boots were inches from Tess’s standard-issue shoes.

Tess had to tilt her head back slightly to maintain eye contact. Up close, Mara’s presence was overwhelming.

“Do not lie in my office,” Mara said, her voice dropping back to that dangerous, low resonance that vibrated in Tess’s chest. “You didn’t come in here because you’re confused. The situation in the yard was perfectly clear to everyone who witnessed it.”

Mara leaned in slightly, invading Tess’s personal space, her scent wrapping around Tess like heavy velvet.

“You came in here because the ambiguity is driving you out of your mind. You came in here because you liked being claimed in front of three hundred inmates, and now the adrenaline is wearing off, and you want to know how deep the claim goes. But you refuse to ask for it. You want me to hand it to you so you don’t have to take responsibility for your own surrender.”

“There’s nothing to ask for,” Tess argued, a pathetic, wavering last stand of resistance. Her hands were clenched into tight fists at her sides to hide the shaking. “I just—I need to know the rules so I don’t step out of line, so I don’t get hurt.”

“If you only wanted to avoid pain, you should have stayed in the corner with your head down the day you arrived,” Mara said, her voice dropping to a near-whisper that bypassed Tess’s ears and went straight to her nervous system.

Mara lifted a hand. She didn’t touch Tess, but traced a hovering line over the curve of Tess’s shoulder, down her arm, stopping near her wrist. Tess shivered hard at the ghost of the touch.

“But you didn’t,” Mara continued. “You didn’t stay hidden. You sought me out. You gravitated toward me. And now you’re vibrating like a struck bell because you want me to tell you what to do, how to stand, how to breathe. You don’t want the rules to avoid danger, Tess. You want the rules because you crave the structure. You crave the control.”

Tess couldn’t look away. Her breath was coming in short, shallow pants. The truth in Mara’s words was a devastating, beautiful thing. It stripped her defenses bare, leaving her entirely exposed in the center of the fluorescent-lit room. She *did* crave it. The terror she felt wasn’t just fear of the prison; it was fear of how deeply she wanted Mara to take everything from her.

“Ask properly,” Mara demanded.

It was a final ultimatum.

“I don’t know how,” Tess’s voice broke on the final word. She felt impossibly small, vulnerable, yet paradoxically more grounded than she had in weeks. The exhaustion of fighting her own desires was washing over her.

“You are in a prison, Tess. Nothing is given freely. Nothing is assumed.” Mara stepped back a single inch, withdrawing the smothering heat of her proximity. “If you want my terms, if you want my structure, you have to ask for it when nothing is wrong. Not just when a predator is breathing down your neck in the yard. You have to choose it. Right now. In the cold light of day. When no one is making you.”

The demand sat between them, a solid thing. This was the threshold. If Tess walked out now, she would be safe, but adrift. Mara would drop her. The protection would vanish. But more devastatingly, the attention would vanish.

If she stayed, if she gave voice to the terrifying need coiled tight in her chest, there was no going back. The terms would shift from an unspoken understanding into law.

Tess closed her eyes for a fractured second, drawing in a sharp, unsteady breath. She pictured the yard. She pictured Yvette’s crew. And then she pictured Mara, immovable, solid, an anchor in the storm.

“Tell me what to do,” Tess breathed, the words barely audible over the faint thrum of the machines outside.

“That’s a surrender, not a request,” Mara replied immediately, her expression darkening with something potent. “Try again.”

Tess opened her eyes. She squared her shoulders, fighting the instinct to slouch, to shrink away from the intense scrutiny.

“I want your rules,” Tess said. Her voice shook, but the words were clear, enunciated perfectly. “I want you to tell me how you want me to behave. I want the claim to be real.”

Silence met her declaration. A charged, electric silence that made the fine hairs on Tess’s arms stand on end. She braced herself for rejection, for mockery, for anything.

Mara watched her. The clinical coldness was gone, replaced by a searing, intense focus that made Tess’s breath hitch. It was the look of a predator analyzing a successful trap.

Mara reached out. Her hand didn’t go to Tess’s shoulder, or her arm. Her fingers moved upward, firm and unhesitating, and wrapped around Tess’s jaw.

The grip was inescapable. It wasn’t painful, but the strength behind it was absolute, tilting Tess’s face up, forcing her to hold Mara’s gaze. The physical contact was localized, minimal, but the impact was explosive. A rush of slick, heavy heat soaked between Tess’s thighs in a hard wave, her clit kicking once against the seam of her pants from a single touch on her jaw. She could feel her own pulse hammering hard against the pad of Mara’s thumb.

“Good girl,” Mara murmured.

The praise was a drug. It sank straight into Tess’s bloodstream, loosening her tight muscles, making her knees weak.

“Since you asked so clearly,” Mara continued, her voice a low purr that resonated in the quiet room, “we will solidify the terms.”

Mara’s thumb stroked a slow, deliberate path along Tess’s jawline, rough calluses against soft skin. The friction was maddening. Then, abruptly, Mara dropped her hand. The absence of the touch was cold, a sudden deprivation that left Tess swaying slightly.

“The yard was public. A performance for the audience,” Mara said, stepping back behind her desk, re-establishing the physical distance, though the psychological pressure remained intensely close. “This is for the inside. The terms of our arrangement have shifted. You do not guess what I want anymore. You do not assume my protection is a blanket you can hide under whenever you feel intimidated.”

Tess swallowed hard. “Okay.”

“If you need me to step in, if you need me to handle something—a dispute, a threat, a problem with another inmate—you ask explicitly. You come to me, and you state the problem, and you ask for intervention.”

“Yes,” Tess said quickly.

“I am speaking,” Mara corrected sharply, her tone cracking like a ruler on a desk.

Tess flinched, nodding once, biting down on her lip.

“You will not wander,” Mara laid out the next rule, checking it off an invisible list. “When we move to the mess hall, you walk where I can see you. You do not straggle. You do not drift to the back of the line. But more importantly...”

Mara paused, leaning forward against the edge of the desk, bracing her weight on her open palms.

“When count clears in the evening, you will find me. Before the tier gets loud. Before you need saving from some boredom-crazed lifer looking for entertainment. You will come to my cell.” Mara’s eyes held Tess relentlessly, locking her in place. “And you will ask for my voice.”

Tess’s mind reeled, struggling to process the instruction. *Ask for her voice.* It was an incredible, intimate restriction. A formalizing of attention that stripped away any illusion of casual defiance or circumstantial proximity. It wasn’t just about safety anymore; it was about absolute surrender. It meant acknowledging, every single night, that Mara controlled the fundamental flow of their interaction. It meant presenting herself for inspection, for conversation, for whatever Mara decided the evening held.

“You will stand at the bars,” Mara elaborated, her voice dropping lower, vibrating with command, “and you will ask me if you may speak to me. You will not initiate conversation. You will not assume my time is yours.”

The heat in Tess’s core flared brighter. It was terrifying. It was humiliating. It was the most profound relief she had ever experienced.

“Do you understand the difference, Tess?” Mara asked, the clinical tone returning. “Between cowering behind me for convenience, and submitting to my attention by choice?”

“Yes,” Tess whispered, the word tasting like copper on her tongue.

“I need to hear it clearly. No whispers. No hesitation.”

“Yes, Mara. I understand.”

“When count clears tonight, what exactly will you do?”

Tess felt a hot blush spreading across her chest, rising up her neck. It was a profound arousal at the verbal repetition, at being made to speak her own cage into existence in the harsh light of the records nook.

“I will come to your cell,” Tess recited, her voice miraculously steady despite the shaking in her legs. “I will stand at the bars. And I will ask for your voice.”

Mara studied her for a long, agonizing moment. The satisfaction in the older woman’s gaze was a deep, dark current. It wasn’t a smile, but it was an acknowledgment of total victory.

“Good,” Mara said softly. She straightened up, pulling the ledger back toward herself, picking up the pen. The moment of intense connection snapped, tucked away with terrifying ease. “For now, the break is almost over. You will go back to the folding tables.”

Mara didn’t look up as she continued the instructions, the pen scratching against the paper once more.

“You will not look back at this office. You will fix the sloppy, distracted corners on your fitted sheets. And if Kendra asks you about the terms of our arrangement,” Mara paused, the pen stopping for a fraction of a second, “you will tell her that you know exactly where your place in line is.”

Mara dismissed her with a single, devastating movement of her hand.

“Dismissed.”

Tess didn’t speak. She knew better now. The shift in her internal gravity was absolute, permanent. She turned and opened the door, stepping back out into the humid, deafening roar of the laundry room just as the whistle blew for the rotation to resume.

As she walked back to her station, the air no longer felt suffocating. Her posture was different. The twitchy, hunted energy, the wild darting of her eyes—it was gone. She felt the settling weight of the rules pressing down on her shoulders, anchoring her to the concrete floor. It was a burden, a massive restriction of freedom, but it was a burden she had chosen.

Kendra looked up as Tess returned to the metal table. Kendra’s dark eyes narrowed, tracking the shift in Tess’s shoulders, the steady, focused look that had replaced the panic in her eyes. For a long moment, Kendra just watched, her hands stilling on a wet uniform shirt.

Tess met her gaze dead-on, not flinching, not looking away.

“Well,” Kendra finally muttered, her voice carrying a begrudging trace of respect beneath the cynicism. She turned her attention back to the shirt, snapping it hard. “Looks like someone figured out the cost.”

Tess didn’t answer. She didn’t have to. She picked up a damp sheet, her movements precise, sharp, and deliberate. Her mind was quiet, singular, and focused entirely on the hours ticking down until count cleared, and she could walk to Mara’s cell to ask for her voice.


Chapter 11

By evening, Tess had reached a stage of dread where everything around her started feeling over-described and magnified. It was an exhausting, full-body hypervigilance that made every sensation sharp enough to cut.

The corridor smelled entirely too much like bleach and old, sour sweat. The television in the center of D-Block sounded too loud, its tinny speaker rattling against the concrete. The fluorescent light directly over the long row of communal sinks hummed with the special, electric persistence of a thing that knew it was helping nobody and intended to continue anyway.

Worst of all, time had become aggressively rude.

Every single hour before the evening count dragged heavily, stretching each minute until it felt like a physical weight pressing down on her shoulders. Every minute after dinner vanished the second she tried to look at it directly, slipping like water through her fingers, hurtling her toward the deadline.

*Tonight after count, you come to me and ask for my voice before you need saving by it.*

She had repeated the line so many times since laundry detail that it no longer even sounded like English. It had become a physical shape in her mind. Just structure. Threat. Permission. All three at once, woven together and locked tightly around her throat.

Across the wide expanse of the block, Mara was folding state issue towels at the dayroom table with Yvette. She looked like nothing important was due to happen at all. Mara moved with that same deliberate, unhurried economy of motion that made her so terrifyingly magnetic. Every fold was precise. Every stack was perfectly square. She did not look toward Tess’s cell. She didn’t have to. The gravitational pull of her authority was already anchored deep in Tess’s chest.

It should have helped to see her looking so calm.

It didn’t.

“You are vibrating,” Dani said from the bars of the cell next door.

Tess looked over from her place on the upper mattress. She gripped the metal edge of the bedframe, her knuckles turning bone-white. The metal was warm, holding the ambient heat of the summer evening. “I’m sitting still.”

“Physically, yes,” Dani noted, not looking up from the battered paperback braced against her own crossbar.

“Good.”

Dani set aside the battered paperback she’d been pretending to read for the past twenty minutes and tipped her chin up, studying Tess through the bars with narrowed, perceptive eyes. “This is about tonight, isn’t it. You look like you’re waiting for an executioner or a firing squad.”

Tess’s entire body went absolutely still. A cold sweat prickled at her hairline. “What tonight.”

“That was such a terrible answer I almost respect it,” Dani snorted.

Tess climbed down quickly, her boots hitting the concrete floor with a dull thud, because being elevated in front of Dani’s open scrutiny suddenly felt incredibly exposed. She couldn’t hide her shaking hands if they were backlit by the tiered lighting. She dropped into the narrow space between the bunks, putting the wall of her own cell between herself and Dani’s line of sight, crossing her arms defensively over her chest. “You don’t know anything, Dani.”

“No,” Dani agreed softly, her tone losing the sharp edge of humor. “I just have eyes.”

That landed horribly. It landed worse than it should have because it highlighted exactly what was causing the acidic churn of panic in Tess’s stomach.

Everybody had eyes.

This was prison. There were no secrets here. There was only what you could afford to let people see, and what they would use against you when they saw it.

Kendra sat on the second-tier rail with her lazy, possessive half-smile, watching the floor like a hawk scanning a field for mice. The sink women—the older inmates who washed out their personal items every night in cold water—never seemed to stare directly until immediately afterward, when it turned out they had somehow seen every single important exchange. Yvette pretended not to notice the shifting dynamics, keeping her head buried in her work, but undoubtedly noticing anyway.

And Dorsey.

Always Officer Dorsey.

As if summoned by the sheer weight of the thought, the corrections officer stepped through the steel corridor door. She carried a clipboard tucked under her arm and wore a face that suggested humanity continued to disappoint her in fresh, irritating ways each shift. Her black-soled boots hit the concrete with a slow, deliberate cadence that sucked the air out of the room.

Conversations dropped by half their volume within two seconds. Within five, the block was eerily quiet.

“Count in ten,” Dorsey announced. Her voice wasn’t a shout, but its nasty, scraping drawl carried up to the roof. “If I find anything on the floor that should be on a bunk, your evening gets extremely educational.”

Nobody asked what that meant.

Nobody needed to. Educational meant getting tossed in solitary or having your cell torn apart until every personal letter, photograph, and scrap of contraband was piled in a heap and stamped on.

The block immediately began its rushed pre-count shuffle. The sound of sixty women scrambling created a rushed, rustling cacophony. Shoes were kicked straight. Thin, scratchy wool blankets were tugged flatter against thin mattresses. Books and magazines disappeared underneath standard-issue pillows. Women drifted quickly toward their assigned spaces with the fast, instinctive obedience that prison taught whether you wanted the lesson or not.

Tess should have focused solely on her own bunk and her own posture.

She should have made sure her boots were clear behind the painted line. She should have made sure her blanket was pulled drum-tight across the thin mattress pad. She should have made sure her face was totally, unapologetically blank.

Instead, her focus slipped. The panic of what was coming next overrode her survival instincts for the immediate present.

She looked entirely across the wide center aisle of the block.

Mara was already standing quietly beside her bunk on the lower tier. She had one hand resting lightly on the gray painted frame of the bed. Her posture was loose, relaxed but grounded, her gaze elsewhere.

Not on Tess.

That was irritating. It was infuriating enough to distract Tess right up until the abrasive blast of the count buzzer ripped through the staleness of D-Block.

Tess scrambled to attention. The silence that followed the buzzer was thick, stifling, broken only by the deliberate clicking of Officer Dorsey’s boots as she began to walk the line.

*Clack. Clack. Clack.*

Dorsey started at the far end of the upper tier. She moved slowly. Far too slowly. She wasn’t just counting heads; she was inspecting them. She was looking for anyone sweating too much, breathing too fast, or struggling to hold their ground.

Tess stood rigid, her hands flat against the sides of her legs. Her heartbeat felt like a trapped bird battering against her ribs. She commanded herself to look at the blank, peeling paint on the wall directly across from her cell.

*Look at the wall,* Tess ordered herself frantically. *Count the cracks. Look at the wall.*

But the memory of the laundry room was too strong. The phantom pressure of Mara’s calloused fingers gripping her jaw burned like a physical brand against her skin. Mara hadn’t just asked for her submission. She had demanded it. Out loud. Where people could see.

*When I say ‘with me,’ you come. When I place you, you stay.*

Tess’s breath snagged in her throat. She needed an anchor. The sheer volume of dread inside her chest required a focal point, or she was going to shatter right here in the middle of count.

Without thinking, without making a conscious decision to disobey the strictest optical rule of prison survival, Tess let her eyes drift.

Her gaze slid off the cracked paint. It tracked across the catwalk, moving down, bypassing Yvette’s cell, bypassing the empty dayroom table, until it landed squarely on Mara.

Mara hadn’t moved a muscle. She stood perfectly still, an immovable point of authority in a room built entirely on instability. Just seeing the sharp, calm line of Mara’s profile sent a rush of heat and a raw, pathetic sense of relief rushing through Tess’s veins. It was the only thing that made the panic recede.

“Calder.”

The word cracked like a dry branch snapping.

Tess flinched hard. She jerked her eyes forward, her heart leaping entirely into her throat.

Dorsey had stopped walking. The corrections officer was standing three feet to Tess’s left, her clipboard completely ignored. Her eyes were narrowed, locking directly onto Tess’s profile.

The entire cell block went dead silent. The kind of silence where you could hear the blood rushing past your own ears.

“You planning to count the concrete all night on the lower tier, or are you done looking around my block?” Dorsey asked. Her tone was lethal, dripping with manufactured boredom and real malice.

Heat hit Tess’s face in a massive, humiliating wave.

“Done,” Tess choked out, the word escaping before she remembered that count was absolutely not supposed to include talking.

Dorsey’s thin brows lifted slightly, an expression of predatory amusement. “Interesting choice. First you window-shop on my time, then you decide you want to have a conversation about it.”

Beside her, one cell over, Dani went rigid at her own bars, taking a tiny, barely perceptible half-step backward, trying to distance herself from the blast radius of whatever was about to happen.

Tess couldn’t breathe. Every pair of eyes on the block was suddenly entirely focused on her. They were all tracking Dorsey’s gaze. They were all figuring out exactly what Tess had been staring at. Kendra leaned slightly further over the railing, her smirk stretching wider.

“I apologize, Officer,” Tess forced out. Her voice shook. It was a pathetic, terrified sound, and she hated herself for making it.

“You apologize,” Dorsey repeated, letting the words hang in the air. She stepped closer. Tess could smell the bitter coffee and spearmint gum on the guard’s breath. “You look like you’re about to pass out, Calder. What exactly were you looking so hard at down there that you forgot how to stand at attention?”

“Nothing.” It was a fast, panicked lie.

Dorsey stared at her for ten agonizing seconds. She didn’t turn around to look at Mara. She didn’t need to. Dorsey already knew exactly how the hierarchy in D-Block operated. She knew Mara Voss commanded more obedience than half the staff on the payroll. This was just Dorsey proving she could still rattle the cage.

“Keep your eyes front,” Dorsey finally said, tapping her pen hard against the metal bars of Tess’s cell. “Or I will lock you up somewhere where you can’t see a damn thing. Not even the wall.”

“Yes, Officer.”

Dorsey lingered for one more heartbeat, letting the sheer visibility of the humiliation sink into Tess’s skin, before turning and dragging her boots down the rest of the tier.

Tess locked her vision straight ahead. Her chest was heaving with small, shallow breaths. She was soaked in cold sweat. It had been catastrophic. She had been caught. Openly. The entire population of D-Block now knew Tess Calder couldn’t even make it through an evening count without tracking Mara Voss like a desperate animal.

“Count clear,” the broad guard called from the lower floor.

“Clear,” Dorsey echoed flatly from the second-tier stairs. “Open movement.”

The buzzer sounded a second time, a short, sharp blast that released the tension in the room. The block erupted into noise. Cell doors rattled, laughter sparked up, and women immediately began moving toward the dayroom tables and the phone banks.

Tess uncurled her fingers. They were cramped from gripping the side of her leg.

She turned slowly.

*Tonight after count, you come to me and ask for my voice.*

The mandate hadn’t changed just because she had been caught. In fact, it was worse now. The expectation hung over her like an executioner’s blade.

Tess looked down at the tier.

Mara was walking. She wasn’t hurrying, but she wasn’t lingering either. She walked calmly toward a small, recessed alcove near the maintenance closet. It was technically in the open dayroom, completely visible to the guards’ observation window, but slightly shadowed beneath a burned-out lightbulb. It was a space everyone implicitly knew belonged to Mara when she wanted it.

Mara stopped turning her back entirely to the wall, crossing her arms over her chest, and waited.

Tess felt the air leave her lungs.

If she walked over there right now, right after Dorsey had just called her out, she would be confirming everything. She would be standing naked in front of the entire block. Kendra would see. Yvette would see. Dorsey would watch from the glass above.

*I can’t.*

The thought wasn’t rebellious. It was sheer, blinding panic.

Tess took a step out of her cell. The catwalk felt incredibly exposed. Every woman she passed seemed to slow down and track her movements.

She reached the stairs. She gripped the railing, her palms slick and weak. She walked down to the lower tier.

She could see the alcove from the bottom step. She could see Mara standing there, a dark, commanding gravity well waiting to pull her in.

Tess’s feet stopped. Her boots felt suddenly made of lead.

She was terrified. She wanted the rules. She craved the structure, the absolute relief of Mara’s firm commands, but she wanted them in the dark. She wanted them in the laundry room with the door shut. She didn’t want the world to watch her bend.

Tess broke eye contact. She turned her shoulders slightly to the left, angling her path toward the communal library cart instead of the alcove. She grabbed a random paperback—something with an old, bent spine—and pretended to read the back cover. She kept her head ducked, her hair falling forward to shield her burning face.

She was evading.

She was running.

“Calder.”

The single word didn’t echo. It didn’t need to. It sliced directly through the noise of forty women talking over each other, zeroing in on Tess with lethal accuracy.

Tess froze. The paperback slipped from her sweaty fingers and hit the ground with a flat, muted slap.

Mara hadn’t moved. She hadn’t walked across the floor to chase her down. She had merely spoken. The sheer density of command in that single syllable was a physical weight dropping directly onto Tess’s spine.

Tess turned around, her breath hitching jaggedly in her throat.

Mara’s dark, entirely unreadable eyes were locked onto her. The older woman stood exactly where she had been waiting. She didn’t look angry. She looked utterly, terrifyingly resolved.

“With me,” Mara said quietly.

Two words. The public positional cue. The absolute claim.

Every single inmate in a fifteen-foot radius instinctively adjusted their posture. Nobody stopped talking, but everyone heard it.

Tess’s chest seized, but her body had already surrendered to the command. The magnetic pull of Mara’s authority bypassed her terror. Tess’s legs moved before her brain could form the thought to resist.

She crossed the last twenty feet of the floor. She kept her eyes locked on Mara’s boots as she closed the distance. When she hit the edge of the shadowed alcove, she stopped. She didn’t step right into Mara’s space, but she stood exactly where Mara’s gaze dictated.

“Look at me.”

The command was soft, pitched just for her, brushing against the sharp edge of her panic.

Tess forced her chin up. Meeting Mara’s eyes was like staring into the dark center of a storm.

“What exactly are you doing, Tess?” Mara asked. Her voice was flat, empty of theatrics, which only made it infinitely more dangerous.

“I— I was just...” Tess felt her throat closing up completely. She swallowed a dry, razor-sharp breath. “I was getting a book.”

“You were walking a circle to avoid me.”

“No. No, I wasn’t. I just didn’t want to—“

“Stop.”

The word cracked like a whip.

Tess flinched, her teeth clicking together as her mouth snapped shut.

Mara took one slow, deliberate half-step forward. The small distance between them evaporated. The heat radiating off Mara enveloped her instantly, carrying the scent of institutional soap and pure, concentrated dominance. Mara didn’t touch her. She didn’t need to. Her proximity alone was a physical restraint that made Tess’s knees shake uncontrollably.

“We had a deal in the laundry room,” Mara said, keeping her tone low and exceptionally calm. “I gave you a direct instruction. I told you what I expected. Now you are out here playing childish games with the floor plan. Why?”

“I’m not playing games,” Tess whispered, the words tumbling out. “Dorsey saw me. During count. She saw me looking at you. She called me out for it in front of the whole tier.”

“I am aware,” Mara said. “I was there.”

“And Kendra is right there—“ Tess’s voice shook, the jagged edges of her panic finally bleeding into the open air between them. “Everyone is watching. All of them.”

“Yes,” Mara said simply. “They are.”

“I can’t do it out here. Not in front of them.” Tess was begging now, her pride completely stripped away by the crushing weight of exposure. “If I ask you... if I give you what you want... they’ll all know. They’ll know exactly what I am.”

“They already know, Tess,” Mara said, her eyes never leaving Tess’s face. “Dorsey knows. Kendra knows. Half this block knows you fall apart if I don’t breathe for you. The only person still pretending it’s a secret is you.”

Tess felt hot, humiliating tears burn the backs of her eyes. It was true. It was agonizingly, plainly true.

“I can’t,” Tess choked out. She took a tiny, involuntary half-step backward. A small retreat.

Mara’s hand moved in a lightning-fast flash.

Two fingers caught Tess squarely on the underside of her jaw. The grip was firm, unyielding, and utterly grounding. It wasn’t a strike. It was a structural lock. Mara’s thumb pressed lightly against the fluttering, panicked pulse at the base of Tess’s throat.

Tess froze. Her breath hitched sharply. The sudden points of contact acted like a live wire, driving a shock of heat straight down through her core. The humiliating ache between her thighs flared sharp, a sudden rush of wet heat that made her want to fall to her knees.

“Look at me,” Mara commanded. The rumble of it started deep in her chest.

Tess stared up, helpless, captive, absolutely trapped in the dark intensity holding her together.

“You are allowed to be terrified,” Mara said slowly, articulating every single syllable so they sank directly into Tess’s skin. “You are allowed to shake. You are allowed to hate how visible this is. You are allowed to hate that Dorsey sees it. Fear is acceptable.”

Mara’s thumb pressed just a fraction of an inch harder against her throat.

“Lying isn’t.”

Tess let out a broken, trembling exhale. The honesty rule. It dropped over her like a massive, heavy blanket, suffocating her evasions, stripping away the absolute last of her defenses.

“If the risk is too high,” Mara said, her voice remaining perfectly, dangerously steady. “If you are too scared to stand next to me... you tell me the truth. You don’t dodge me. You don’t pretend you need a damn paperback. You come to me, you stand precisely where I placed you, and you admit you are scared.”

Tess’s chest heaved. The two rough fingers on her jaw were the only things keeping her tethered to the floor of D-Block.

“I’m scared,” Tess whispered. The confession felt like vomiting up glass, but in the immediate second it left her mouth, a massive, crushing weight lifted off her chest.

“Of them?” Mara asked softly.

“Of them. Of this. Of being seen.” Tess’s voice cracked.

“Do you want to walk away, Tess? Do you want me to drop my hand and let you go back to your cell?”

“No,” Tess said at once. The refusal tore out of her throat with raw, unthinking speed. “No. Please. Don’t.”

“Then stop trying to hide,” Mara ordered. She didn’t release the jaw hold. She stepped merely an inch closer, until the tips of her boots were practically touching Tess’s. “Stop caring who is watching. You don’t answer to them. You don’t answer to Kendra. You don’t answer to Officer Dorsey. You answer to me.”

Tess let her eyes drift shut for a fraction of a second, absorbing the immense, erotic relief of being publicly claimed. She wasn’t carrying the burden of survival alone anymore. She was claimed. Right here. In the middle of the open floor.

“Now,” Mara said smoothly, the confrontational edge dropping away, leaving only the dark velvet of her authority. “You came down here for a reason. You know the rule. Ask properly.”

Tess opened her eyes. The rest of the cell block was a total blur. The chaotic noise, the harsh fluorescent lights, the staring faces—it all washed out into a dull, meaningless drone. There was only Mara. Only the bruising pressure of her fingers. Only the demand for absolute, chosen surrender.

Tess dropped her voice to a hoarse, ragged whisper, letting the desire pour out alongside the fear.

“Tell me what to do,” Tess pleaded, shivering hard. “I want your voice. Please, Mara. Give me an instruction.”

Mara held her gaze for three long, agonizingly slow seconds. The dark satisfaction that bloomed in Mara’s eyes sent a deep shiver straight down Tess’s spine.

“Go back to your bunk,” Mara commanded. Her tone shifted perfectly into the smooth, operational control Tess craved so desperately. “Climb up. Lie flat on your back. Right hand on the rail, left hand loosely on top of the blanket. Do not move from that exact position until lights out. If someone speaks to you, ignore them. You exist only to wait for me in that space.”

Tess let out a long, shuddering sigh. The structure of it. The rigid clarity of the rule. It was a lifeline handed directly to a drowning woman.

“Yes, Mara,” Tess whispered.

Mara released her jaw. The sudden absence of the touch made Tess’s skin feel cold.

“Go,” Mara said quietly.

Tess didn’t hesitate this time. She didn’t look for a book. She didn’t try to shrink her shoulders. She turned and walked straight across the block.

She felt the eyes on her immediately. She saw Kendra glaring venomously from the lower stairs. She saw Yvette watching silently from the sink.

Tess didn’t care. The paralyzing panic was entirely gone. It had been cleanly, surgically erased by the command, replaced entirely by the deep, liquid burn of obedience. She walked straight to her cell. She ignored Dani’s questioning look entirely. She climbed up onto the top mattress and lay perfectly flat on her back.

She reached out and locked her right hand tightly around the cool metal of the bed rail. She placed her left hand flat against the scratchy texture of the state-issue wool blanket.

She stared directly up at the concrete ceiling. Her body was humming with a deep, consuming heat. Her nipples were stiff peaks under the rough cotton of the prison shirt. Between her legs, the ache Mara had built with two fingers and a thumb was a steady, soaked pulse. She didn’t move her hand. She didn’t ease the throb. The position Mara had named was the only thing allowed to touch her now, and the position was holding her open, exposed, waiting.

*She claimed me right in front of them,* Tess realized. A jolt of terror sparked in her chest, immediately drowned out by an overwhelming wave of profound relief. *She did it anyway.*

Ten minutes passed. Then twenty.

Familiar boots dragged across the catwalk floor directly outside the cell.

Tess remained perfectly still. Her hand gripped the rail so hard her knuckles ached.

Dorsey paused directly in front of the bars. The officer didn’t say anything at first. She just stood there, letting her shadow fall over the cell.

Tess kept her eyes glued to the concrete ceiling. She didn’t blink. *If someone speaks to you, ignore them.*

“I hate paperwork, Calder,” Dorsey drawled slowly through the bars. Her voice was pitched low. It was totally devoid of humor, laced with a hard, flat warning that promised violence. “I hate extra incident reports. I hate drama on my cell block.”

Tess didn’t speak. She didn’t shift her head a single inch.

“You and Voss want to play whatever little game you’re playing, you keep it extremely quiet,” Dorsey continued. The guard leaned slightly closer to the bars, the bitter smell of coffee filtering into the cell. “Because if you make a mess on my floor, I will toss both of you in segregation so fast you’ll forget what daylight looks like. Am I clear?”

Tess’s heart lunged against her ribs, but the terrified panic didn’t rise to meet it. She was anchored. Mara’s rule was heavy in the dark, holding her down, keeping her safe.

She wasn’t going to pull back. Not for Dorsey. Not for anyone.

“Yes, Officer,” Tess said softly, speaking only to the ceiling.

Dorsey tapped the bars once, sharply, with the end of her clipboard. “Quiet, Calder. Keep her quiet, or I will.”

The boots slowly dragged away, moving further down the tier until the sound finally faded into the background hum of the prison.

Tess let out a long, slow breath through her nose. Her fingers tightened around the metal rail. Dorsey had seen it all. The block knew exactly what was happening. The visibility was total.

And for the very first time since she had arrived at Blackstone, Tess Calder realized she didn’t want to run away from it. She wanted to stay exactly where she had been put.

She closed her eyes, locked completely into the position she had been commanded to hold, and waited obediently for the dark.



Chapter 12

The morning bell snapped through the cell like a physical blow.

Tess didn’t flinch. For the first time since the metal door of Blackstone clanged shut behind her, the noise didn’t scrape her nerves raw. She lay perfectly still on the thin cot, the gray blanket pulled up to her chest, listening to the shift and stir of the block outside. D-Block was waking up. The air was already thick with the smell of cheap institutional soap, damp concrete, and the humid, buzzing tension that always came with the start of a new day.

But this morning felt different. The air in the cell wasn’t suffocating. It felt contained. Deliberate.

Mara was already awake. She stood by the small sink in her stark gray uniform, splashing cold water on her face. Her movements were slow, methodical, stripped of the manic edge that infected most of the compound. The water ran in a short burst. Mara reached for a towel, her broad shoulders shifting under the coarse fabric of her shirt, and wiped her face.

“Get up,” Mara said. She didn’t turn around. Her voice was low, flat, a simple statement of fact that settled over Tess like a weighted blanket.

Tess threw the blanket back immediately. She didn’t hesitate. The cold air of the cell hit her skin, raising goosebumps on her arms, but she stepped into her boots and pulled her uniform shirt over her head with practiced speed. The rules of the cell were no longer an abstract fear. They were a structure. A spine inserted straight into her back to keep her from collapsing under the weight of Blackstone.

“I’m up,” Tess said, keeping her voice level.

Mara turned then, the towel draped over her shoulder. Her dark eyes swept over Tess, taking in the rushed way she had tucked in her shirt, the tension in her jaw. The scrutiny was undeniable.

“Left side,” Mara instructed, her tone brooking no argument.

Tess moved automatically, stepping to the left side of the small sink. It had started as a minor correction, a way for Mara to manage the cramped space in the cell. But over the last few days, and especially after last night, it had become something else. It was a geographic claim. When they were near a door, when they stood in the chow line, when they waited for count—Mara took the right, and Tess took the left. It signaled something to the rest of the block, something Tess was only just beginning to fully understand.

They stepped out onto the tier.

The immediate aftermath of last night hung in the air like ozone after a lightning strike. Inmates leaned against the railings, their eyes tracking the movement as cell doors locked open. Conversations died down as Mara and Tess walked past. Tess kept her eyes down, her focus strictly on the scuffed linoleum floor and the steady, measured sound of Mara’s boots beside her.

As they descended the metal stairs toward the lower tier, the space tightened. The chow line was already forming, a snaking, restless mass of gray uniforms.

“Keep your eyes ahead,” Mara murmured, barely moving her lips. “Don’t look at them. Look at the line.”

Tess swallowed, nodding once. But ignoring the stares was impossible. She could feel the weight of their attention. Blackstone functioned on a hierarchy built of violence, favors, and fear. Mara existed outside of the usual gang structures, functioning as a silent, immovable force. And now Tess was attached to that force.

Kendra was waiting near the entrance to the cafeteria. The tall, sharp-featured woman stood with three of her usual associates, leaning casually against the cinderblock wall. Kendra’s eyes locked onto Tess immediately, a predatory gleam in them. This was the test. Kendra had pushed the boundary yesterday, trying to carve out a piece of the terror Tess felt, trying to see if Mara’s protection was real or a passing whim.

“Well, well,” Kendra drawled as they approached. Her voice carried over the din of the rattling trays. “Look who’s still playing puppy. You sure you want to hold onto that leash, Mara? She looks like she’d snap under a strong breeze.”

Tess felt her heart rate spike. Her muscles locked tight. The instinct to step back, to shrink away from Kendra’s aggressive posture, was overwhelming. She started to shift her weight.

A hand clamped down on her left collarbone, hard.

Mara didn’t look at Kendra. She didn’t even break her stride. She simply gripped Tess’s shoulder, the pressure firm and grounding, and pulled her a fraction of an inch closer to her own side. The left side.

“She stands where I put her,” Mara said. Her voice wasn’t raised. It didn’t need to be. It cut through the ambient noise of the chow line like a blade.

Kendra stiffened, her smirk faltering slightly. The women behind her shifted uncomfortably.

Mara finally turned her head, fixing Kendra with a stare so utterly vacant of fear or hesitation that it felt violent by itself. “If you step into our space again, Kendra, you won’t walk out of it. And she,” Mara’s hand squeezed Tess’s shoulder, the heat of her palm radiating through the fabric of Tess’s shirt, “belongs on my left. Is that clear to you?”

The silence that followed was absolute. For ten feet in any direction, no one spoke. The public claim was unmistakable. This wasn’t a casual alliance to ward off predators. This was ownership. Mara had just drawn a circle around Tess in the middle of D-Block and dared anyone to cross it.

Kendra’s jaw worked, but she didn’t step forward. She let out a short, dismissive breath and turned her head away. “Whatever. Your funeral, locking down a liability like that.”

Mara released Tess’s shoulder, dropping her hand gracefully. But the phantom heat remained. The pressure remained.

Tess’s chest hitched. Relief washed through her, so intense it was almost painful. She looked up at Mara, but Mara’s gaze had already returned to the front of the line. The claim was public. It was final. The block knew exactly who Tess belonged to now.

They moved into the cafeteria, taking their trays. Tess stood firmly on the left. She didn’t drift. She didn’t let the anxiety of the crowded room push her out of formation. She anchored herself to Mara’s presence.

***

After chow, recreation time in the yard was tense. The sun beat down on the concrete in bright, unforgiving rectangles. Tess sat on the bleachers, exactly where Mara had ordered her to sit, while Mara did pull-ups on the rusted bars nearby.

“Tess.”

The voice came from behind her. Tess stiffened and turned her head. Officer Dorsey stood at the edge of the bleachers, her arms crossed over her chest, her radio clipping against her utility belt. She looked down at Tess with a mixture of suspicion and a strange, quiet pity.

“Officer Dorsey,” Tess said, keeping her voice carefully neutral.

Dorsey stepped up onto the first bleacher, leaning in slightly. “You’re drawing a lot of eyes today, Calder.”

Tess swallowed hard. “I’m just doing my time, ma’am.”

“Are you?” Dorsey glanced over her shoulder. Mara was still on the bars, her back muscles bunching and releasing with rhythmic, terrifying power. She wasn’t looking at them, but Tess knew Mara was aware of every breath they took. “That little display in the chow line... that’s not just block politics anymore, Tess. When someone like her stakes a claim that loud, administration notices. It makes you a liability. It makes her a target.”

The warning sent a spike of cold fear down Tess’s spine. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Keep playing dumb if it helps you sleep,” Dorsey murmured, her eyes narrowing. “But officers are talking. Warden’s office is looking for an excuse to shake down D-Block, break up the power nodes. You want to survive this place? Keep your head down. Don’t let her turn you into a flag for the administration to burn.”

Dorsey tapped the metal railing with two fingers and walked away.

Tess watched her go, the cold fear settling deep into her stomach. Institutional risk. It wasn’t just the inmates they had to worry about now; it was the guards. The system itself was watching the way Mara held her.

Mara dropped from the pull-up bar, her boots hitting the concrete with a soft thud. She wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her wrist and walked over.

“What did she want?” Mara asked, her voice quiet.

“Just... checking in,” Tess lied, then immediately bit her lip. She had promised not to lie. The rules.

Mara stopped at the base of the bleachers. She looked up at Tess, her eyes dark, calculating. She didn’t press the issue out in the yard. Instead, she just said, “Time to go back to the cell.”

***

The metal door of cell 114 slid shut and locked with a heavy, final CLACK.

The silence that rushed into the cramped room felt thicker than usual. The afternoon count was an hour away. They were locked in. Safe from the block, safe from Kendra, safe from Dorsey’s immediate gaze. But in the tight, compressed space to which they had returned, the atmosphere was suffocatingly intimate.

Mara walked to the center of the cell and stopped. She didn’t sit down. She didn’t go to the sink. She just stood there, waiting.

Tess stood by the door. The space between them hummed with unresolved energy. The public claim in the chow line. The warning from the guard. The sheer weight of the protection Mara was wrapping around her.

“Come here,” Mara said softly.

Tess heart leaped. The command was simple, but it carried the weight of everything that had happened that day. She stepped away from the door and walked to the center of the cell, stopping a foot away from Mara.

“Closer.”

Tess closed the gap, standing inches from Mara’s chest. She could smell the sweat from the yard, the harsh soap, and the dark, musky scent that was uniquely Mara.

“What did Dorsey say to you in the yard?” Mara asked, her voice an low rumble that vibrated through the small space.

Tess hesitated. Fear spiked in her throat. Fear of the guards, fear of the administration. But larger than that was the fear of disappointing the woman standing in front of her. The rules were simple. Produce truth. Ask directly. Name the fear.

“She said... she said the administration is watching,” Tess whispered, the words rushing out. “She said your claim on me today was too loud. That the officers are talking. That it makes me a liability and you a target. She warned me to keep my head down.”

Mara’s expression didn’t change. She didn’t flinch. She simply lifted a hand and traced a knuckle down the side of Tess’s neck. The touch was impossibly gentle, a stark contrast to the violence she had projected only hours before.

Tess let out a shaky breath, leaning into the touch before she could stop herself.

“Do you want to keep your head down, Tess?” Mara asked, her voice dropping an octave. “If you stay on my left, you don’t get to walk it back later. If you ask me to keep placing you, I will. And I won’t release you the next time it scares you. Decide now.”

The offer was a test. A brutal, terrifying test. Tess felt the bottom drop out of her stomach at the thought of being untethered from Mara. The chaos of Blackstone, the predatory stares of the inmates, the crushing anxiety—it would swallow her alive.

But it wasn’t just about fear anymore. It was about the heat radiating from Mara’s hand on her neck. It was about the way Mara’s voice commanded every nerve in her body to stand at attention.

“No,” Tess said, her voice trembling but certain. “No. I don’t want to step away.”

Mara stepped closer, her chest brushing against Tess’s. “Then you need to understand what this is. This isn’t just me protecting you from Kendra. This is structure. This is a boundary. When I put you somewhere, you stay placed. When I call you, you come. When you are frightened, you name it, and you ask me for what you need. Are you choosing this?”

Tess’s breath hitched. She opened her mouth to argue, to claim she didn’t need anything, but the lie felt like ash. The truth was too heavy, dragging out of her.

“Yes,” Tess gasped, the word ripped from her chest. “Yes, Mara. I’m choosing it.”

“Say it so I believe you.” Mara’s hand slid from Tess’s neck to her shoulder, gripping it firmly. “Say what you want.”

Tess looked up into the dark, bottomless pull of Mara’s eyes. The prison walls seemed to fall away. There was no block, no guards, no administration. There was only the sharp, undeniable reality of the rules they were building together.

“I want your rules,” Tess said, her voice gaining strength, the truth of it ringing clear in the small cell. “I want to be placed. I want you to tell me what to do. I want... I belong to you. I want to belong on your left side.”

Mara’s breath hitched slightly, the only sign that the admission had struck her. Her eyes darkened, the pupils dilating until they almost swallowed the iris. The raw, controlled authority radiated from her in waves.

“Good,” Mara whispered.

Without another word, Mara’s hands moved to Tess’s waist, gripping her hips tightly. She turned Tess around smoothly and pressed her back against the cool concrete wall of the cell. The sudden shift in position sent a jolt of electricity through Tess’s veins. 

Mara stepped into her, pinning Tess between the wall and her own solid body. The physical reality of the hold was overwhelming. Tess’s breath caught in her throat as Mara’s thigh pressed firmly between hers, a hard, unmistakable pressure that sparked an immediate, liquid heat low in her belly.

“Stay placed,” Mara commanded softly, her mouth hovering inches from Tess’s ear.

Tess nodded again and again, her hands gripping the fabric of Mara’s shirt. The psychological surrender was total. She was trapped, held securely against the wall by a woman who could break her, but who instead anchored her.

Mara’s hand slid up Tess’s ribcage, the long fingers pressing with deliberate strength, before her thumb brushed over the peak of Tess’s breast through the uniform. Tess let out a soft, sharp gasp, her eyes fluttering shut. The tension in the room snapped, shifting instantly from emotional consolidation to pure, blinding heat.

“You like this structure,” Mara murmured, her breath hot against Tess’s neck. “You like being told you can’t move.”

“Yes,” Tess choked out, her hips instinctively rolling forward, seeking the friction of Mara’s thigh. The contact was maddening, a barrier-safe confirmation of every promise Mara had made. She could feel the hard muscles of Mara’s leg pressing exactly where the ache was deepest up against her heavy prison issued trousers.

Mara didn’t give her relief. Instead, she leaned her weight fully into Tess, her left hand pushing flush against the wall just above Tess’s shoulder, caging her in completely. Her right hand moved to grip Tess’s jaw, tilting her head to expose the racing pulse at her throat.

“Name it,” Mara demanded, her voice a harsh whisper. “Name what you feel.”

“I... I feel grounded,” Tess gasped, her breath hot and ragged as Mara’s thigh flexed, applying a slow, grinding pressure. “I feel contained. I feel... safe. Only with you.”

Mara’s lips descended, pressing a hard, bruising kiss against the sensitive skin of Tess’s neck just over her pulse point. The bite of teeth, the sweep of a hot tongue—it was intensely physical, an ownership marked directly into her skin. A sound broke in Tess’s throat; her fingers locked into the fabric at Mara’s shoulders, knuckles tight against bone, holding on as the pleasure and the pressure built to a dizzying crest.

She wasn’t just being managed; she was being claimed, down to the deepest, most vulnerable parts of her psyche. The physical hold—the wall at her back, the hand on her jaw, the heavy pressure between her thighs—locked her into the present moment. There was no past trauma, no future fear. There was only the heat, the rules, and the overwhelming certainty of belonging.

“You’re mine out there,” Mara said against her skin, the vibration of her voice sending localized tremors through Tess’s body. “And you’re mine in here. No matter who is watching.”

Tess nodded, tears born of sheer relief pricking the corners of her eyes. “Yes. Yours.”

Mara kissed her then, finally taking her mouth in a slow, deep, consuming kiss that tasted of iron and salt. It was a promise sealed in silence, a physical confirmation that the structure was real and that Tess was anchored in the center of it. As they stood pressed together in the dim light of the cell, the air thick with tension and the smell of their skin, Tess knew she had crossed a line she could never walk back from. She didn’t want to.

Mara broke the kiss and let her thigh ride up another inch, pinning the seam of Tess’s prison-issue pants tight against the slick, swollen heat between her legs. The pressure was direct, deliberate, and entirely intentional. Tess’s hips jerked once before she could stop them, grinding down on the unyielding line of Mara’s leg. A low, broken sound escaped her throat.

“Eyes on me,” Mara said. The command was quieter than the others, somehow heavier for it. “If I’m going to take you in here, you’re going to look at me while I do it.”

Tess forced her eyes open. The dim light caught the bone-straight line of Mara’s mouth, the dark, cataloging focus in her eyes. There was nothing soft in her face. There was only ownership, patient and exact.

Mara’s right hand left Tess’s jaw and worked the elastic waistband of the prison pants down, just enough. Her palm slid flat against the bare skin of Tess’s lower belly, the calloused heel of her hand dragging slowly south. Tess’s breath stuttered. She bit down on the inside of her cheek to keep from making noise. The walls of the cell were concrete. The bars were open to the tier. Sound carried.

“Don’t bite that lip,” Mara murmured. “If you can’t keep quiet, you swallow it. You don’t bleed for it. Understand?”

“Yes,” Tess whispered.

Mara’s fingers slipped down between her legs. Two thick fingers parted the soaked folds of Tess’s cunt, finding her clit on the first pass and pressing in a slow, grinding circle. Tess’s spine arched off the wall. She was already so wet that Mara’s fingers slid without resistance, the slick sound obscene in the quiet cell. The pleasure was an immediate, shocking jolt that traveled from her clit up her spine to the base of her skull.

“You’re drenched for me,” Mara said, low and even. “Tell me why.”

“Because—“ Tess’s voice cracked. “Because you placed me. Because everyone saw. Because I belong on your left.”

“Good girl.” Mara’s fingers slid lower, circling her opening, teasing the rim. Then, without warning, she pushed two fingers deep inside Tess’s cunt, all the way to the knuckle in one steady, unbroken stroke.

Tess’s mouth fell open on a soundless gasp. Her hands flew to Mara’s shoulders, gripping the fabric hard enough to wrinkle it, knuckles white. The stretch was sharp, full, exactly what she had been aching for all week. Mara held her fingers there, buried to the base, letting Tess feel every inch.

“This is mine now too,” Mara said softly. Her thumb settled on Tess’s clit, anchoring there. “Say it.”

“Yours.” Tess’s voice was a thread. “Mara. Yours.”

Mara began to thrust. The rhythm was unhurried, deliberate, every stroke deep and complete. She curled her fingers on each pull, dragging the pads against the front wall of Tess’s cunt, finding the spongy, swollen knot of nerves and stroking it on every pass. Her thumb worked Tess’s clit in slow, heavy circles that matched the thrust of her fingers. There was no frenzy. There was no scramble. There was only the patient, relentless claim of a woman who had decided exactly when and how she would take what she’d been promised.

“Keep looking at me,” Mara reminded her, soft but absolute, every time Tess’s eyes started to slide closed. “All the way through.”

Tess obeyed. The pleasure built in slow, brutal layers, each thrust stacking on the last. Her hips began to rock helplessly against Mara’s hand, chasing the rhythm. Wet sound filled the small space between their bodies. Tess could feel her own slickness coating Mara’s wrist.

“I’m—“ Tess’s voice broke. “Mara, I’m going to—“

“I know.” Mara’s thumb pressed down harder on her clit, working it in a tighter, faster circle without breaking the depth of her thrusts. “Come on my hand. Quietly. While you look at me.”

The orgasm broke open inside her like something tearing loose. Tess’s cunt clamped down hard around Mara’s fingers in deep, rolling spasms, her whole body shuddering against the wall. She held Mara’s gaze the entire time, tears blurring her vision, her mouth open on a silent, ruined cry. Mara didn’t slow. She fucked her through it, every pulse of the orgasm rolling up Tess’s spine as Mara’s fingers kept moving, drawing the climax out into one long, impossibly drawn line of surrender.

Only when Tess began to whimper from the edge of overstimulation did Mara finally still her hand. Her fingers stayed buried inside her, holding her open, letting her feel the aftershocks clench around them. The grip was possessive, unhurried, claiming the inside of her as surely as the left side had been claimed in the chow line.

“There you are,” Mara murmured. “There’s my girl.”

Tess’s forehead dropped against Mara’s collarbone. She was shaking. Tears slid down her cheeks and into the rough fabric of Mara’s shirt. The shame she had braced for didn’t come. What came instead was a deep, structural quiet — the same quiet the night rule had unlocked, but wider, weighted, entirely settled.

Mara withdrew her fingers slowly, the wet drag of them obscene and grounding all at once. She pulled Tess’s waistband back up over her hips with the same unhurried care, smoothing the fabric flat against her belly. Then she lifted her slick hand and pressed two wet fingers against Tess’s lower lip.

“Open.”

Tess parted her lips. Mara slid her fingers inside Tess’s mouth, letting her taste her own arrival on the calloused skin. Tess closed her mouth around them, sucked once, and held Mara’s eyes the entire time. The look that crossed Mara’s face was something close to reverence.

“Good,” Mara said. She withdrew her fingers slowly. “Remember that taste. Remember who you came for.”

“You,” Tess whispered. “Always you.”

***

A loud buzzer echoed through the block, signaling the start of the evening count.

Mara wiped her slick hand clean on the inside of her own waistband, her breathing already even, her face arranged back into institutional flatness. She ran a thumb gently over Tess’s swollen lower lip, taking her own scent off the skin. “Fix your shirt. Stand by the door for count.”

Tess obeyed immediately, her knees weak and her thighs slick under the fabric, but her mind perfectly clear. She smoothed her uniform, arranged her expression, and stepped back to her side of the door. The left side.

Outside on the tier, the boots of the corrections officers began to echo as they made their rounds.

“Cell 114. Count!” a voice barked out.

Tess looked through the bars. Officer Dorsey was walking the tier. But she wasn’t alone. Walking a step behind her was Warden Holt, the head of the institution, a woman who never did routine counts unless she was looking for something specific.

Holt stopped in front of their door. Her eyes swept over the cell, lingering an extra second on the way Tess stood, perfectly still, perfectly aligned on Mara’s left. The flush had not entirely left Tess’s throat. Her breath was still a fraction too deep. Holt’s gaze caught on the flush, on the breath, then shifted to Mara. She didn’t say a word. She didn’t nod. She simply cataloged the unnatural, unbreakable gravity in the cell and walked on.

Tess held her stance. In the silence after the boots faded, Mara’s shoulder shifted a quarter-inch sideways and pressed lightly against hers. The contact was nothing, structurally—a brush of fabric and bone. It was also everything. Tess matched her breathing to the slow, steady rhythm beside her, and held the left side.
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