
        
            
                
            
        

    
⚜




Chapter 1: Empty cell

⚜

Iwoke before the lights.

The wing was still amber, the night-watch fluorescents burning low above the post, and for the first long minute I did not move. The cot's thin mattress had pressed its faint diagonal seam across the back of my thigh; the blanket had slid halfway off in the night. I lay on my side under it and took inventory.

The bruises across both hips had come up properly overnight.

I felt them before I saw them - the deep settled weight at the points of my hipbones where Novak's thumbs had pressed his finish into yesterday's marks, laid in turn over older marks from older hands. I lifted the blanket and looked. Both hips wore the same shape, livid at the centers and yellowing at the edges, the prints distinct enough that I could have matched fingers to them.

The wrists were softer. The pink arc that had ridden the cuff lines for two days had faded to a faint dusting; the skin above the bone moved easily.

The bench's deeper ache had eased into a steady low heaviness - present, manageable, no longer sharp enough to make me pause.

I rolled onto my back.

Across the ring, exactly where it had been all week, Megan's cell.

The cot was stripped. The mattress had been rolled at the foot end before dinner last night. The shelf above the cot was empty - the small folded square of her grey skirt gone with Carver, the paperback gone in the duffle, the hair tie that had spent four mornings beside the paperback gone with whatever pocket she had tucked it into at the threshold. Even the property bin had been pulled out and lined empty against the bar wall, waiting to be filled.

It was, simply, a cell.

A bare grey square framed by the same bars that framed mine.

I lay and looked at it. The clean hollow under my breastbone that had followed me down to sleep had settled overnight into a quieter weight. A fact, not a wound. Megan had walked out. The cell stayed empty. Today the wing would either fit someone new behind those bars or it would not, and either way the wing would do what the wing did at six.

I closed my eyes for another minute and let yesterday continue to leave my body.

The bench under my shoulders. The wand at the close. Megan's two-finger salute at the threshold, the small private moving of her mouth meant only for me, and the bolt seating itself in the keep. The rest had already sunk into bruises.

I turned my head on the pillow and the gap across the ring had not changed.

The salute was the last thing I had of her in my body. I let it sit there a beat. Then I let it go.

The lights clicked white at six.

I sat up by stages. The bruises pulled at the seams of both hips and the deep ache below my belly answered with a slow throb. I swung my feet onto the concrete and let them take my weight.

I used the open toilet. I splashed cold water at the basin. The polished metal mirror gave back the same smudged version of me it had been giving back since day one - olive skin, dark hair falling past my shoulders in soft waves, brown eyes that did not need to be interpreted this morning.

I stepped into the grey skirt and smoothed it down over my hips.

The hem rode up the back of my thighs the way it always did. The mirror caught one heavy breast as I turned for the bars, the dark trim where the skirt's hem stopped half an inch short of giving anything to anybody, and the shape my body had stopped pretending it did not have. I lifted my chin and crossed to the bars.

The wing was in the early routine. A night-shift officer at the post was finishing his clipboard. Two cells down to my left someone was washing at her basin. The cells across the ring were already up. Nobody was making a noise about the gap between them.

The senior's grey crown showed at the post at six-oh-eight. He took the second mug from the small tray on the desk and walked it to his place. He did not look at me. He did not need to.

I went to the serving window.

The curl-haired girl was at her usual east-wall table.

She had her hands folded around a chipped mug of tea and a small bowl of porridge beside it, dark curls loose at her shoulders the way they came out of sleep. Her eyes lifted as I came up to the serving window, and she gave me the half-blink she had given Megan twice a week for as long as I had been watching - the old wordless acknowledgment, lid down and up in less than a second across the polished concrete. Recognition without ceremony, with no smile to soften it and no nod to formalize it.

By the time I had told my face what to do with it she had already looked back at her tea.

I picked up a roll. I picked up a small dish of yogurt. I poured a coffee.

The day-one blonde came past me at the porridge with her own tray, gave me an eyebrow raise I had stopped having to translate by day eight, and slid into her usual sofa-front seat without comment.

Nobody was filling the absence loudly. Nobody was even quite looking at it. The wing had absorbed the stripped cell into its furniture in less than fourteen hours - the rolled mattress and the empty shelf, the bars around them holding nothing.

I took my tray to my usual table.

The chair across from mine was the chair Megan had pulled out three mornings a week to sit her toast and her dry remarks across from me. I sat down on my side and left the second chair where it was. I broke the roll. I lifted the coffee.

I was no longer the new girl in any direction. The fact landed plainly. I was no longer nearest the intake door, and not yet nearest the exit. The wing had a shape and I had a place inside the shape, and the place was no longer borrowed.

I drank.

Across the hall a guard had taken the curl-haired girl over her east-wall table.

I caught it at the edge of my eye. Her cheek was flat against the steel; her hand had drawn the tea mug closer for safekeeping. He fucked her at a slow steady pace and finished inside her in under three minutes, gave her hip a brief functional pat, and crossed back toward the post. She picked her spoon up. She ate the porridge. Spoons kept scraping bowls; nobody turned.

This had been the syllabus all week. I had stopped registering it as observation somewhere around day twelve. This morning I registered it again as the ground state - the same routine with one fewer face at it.

The senior left his post at six-thirty and crossed to my table with his black coffee.

He had the clipboard tucked under his off arm. He set the mug down across from me, in the place Megan had taken three times a week, and lowered himself into the chair without asking.

"Navarro."

"Sir."

"Sleep."

"Some."

He gave that the small half-second of attention it deserved. He flipped the clipboard up onto the metal and unsnapped his pen. He was not, this morning, going to ease me into anything. He had never been a man who eased.

"The week. Three lines I'll walk you through. Tomorrow morning at nine, a format you have not been in before. Partition use."

I set the coffee down.

"Partition use."

"Drywall partition cuts the room in half. Bench on your side. You lie on your back, hips at a cutout. Your ass and cunt go through to a corridor on the other side. You won't see who's there." He drew it with two flat strokes of his finger on the metal between us. "Close side walls at chest height, three gasketed holes each side, at your arm and face level. Cuffs above your head. Sustained use. No clock."

He wiped the diagram flat with the heel of his palm.

The wet had gathered at the seam of my thighs a beat behind the diagram. My body had taken the unfamiliar shape - the cutout, the unseen corridor, the cuffs above the head - and answered before I had finished hearing the rest of it. I did not look down. I lifted the coffee instead and drank, and the soft slick warmth at my pussy went on gathering in a register that had not been there before he said the word.

He turned a page.

"Next. A privilege qualifier clears medical later this week. New name." He read it off the page in the same monotone. "Tuilagi. Samoan. Six-foot-five. Two-seventy. Has been in the privilege queue four months while medical cleared his behavior. Behavior signed off two weeks ago. Final clearance comes before his slot." A pause. "I want this on the record before he is in front of you. Larger than Knox. Markedly larger."

He let me have the beat. "He's been waitlisted four months. The wing's been waiting on him."

The number sat in my body less like height and weight than like an approaching shape. Heat tucked itself behind my hips and stayed there. My body had recognized the syllables more cleanly than my conscious mind had - a deeper somatic interest, lower and behind, the registering of a man before the man, from the part of me that had stopped underestimating its own readiness.

I held the cup between my palms. It was steady.

He turned the page again.

"Last. Civilian reception in the multi-purpose room, toward the weekend. Donor evening. Funding-cycle close. The board has been writing checks against what the wing produces over the year; this reception is the one they're voting with." He looked up at me for the first time. "Civilians can pre-request prisoners now. New since the last funding cycle. You're on the list."

"On the list."

"You're on it twice already." His pen drew a brief tick against my name without him looking down. "Two named requests came through intake before I had your week prepared."

The cool air drew tight across the slopes of my breasts as I took the breath that followed. My name on a list made my skin tighten before I understood why. Civilians I could not picture had written it on a sheet of paper somewhere, and the paper had crossed two desks, and it had arrived at his clipboard. My nipples drew up at the air in the moment my body finished filing what named-requester meant.

Three things it had never met, registered at separate points along me without my thinking about any of them.

"Knox - Darius - is on the inmate roster for the reception," he said. Procedural.

I did not say anything.

"That's the week." He stood, mug in hand. He looked at me a beat - the same small attentive read he had given me at this same table after the gauntlet, when he had pencilled in the next ten days. "Eat the protein, Navarro."

"I know the speech."

A flicker at the corner of his mouth - neither smile nor not-smile - and he was gone.

I sat with my hands wrapped around my coffee. The morning's briefing stayed alive under my skin in three places at once - partition, Samoan, list - a chord my body had picked up in answer to a song my mind had not known it was hearing.

I lifted the cup and finished it.

The morning ran ordinary.

Warmth gathered without easing. I drank water at the cooler. I crossed back to my table. I watched two prisoners pass between the showers and the serving window with damp hair. Two corridor doors opened and shut. A second guard came on at the post and the senior briefed him in the brisk economy he briefed every shift change in.

I sat at my table through a second coffee. I crossed to a sofa with the paperback that had been in the cell-side property tray for three weeks and had been moving with me from cot to sofa to cot the way a paperback did when a body did not want to read but wanted the cover of holding one. I read the first paragraph of a chapter four times and did not reach the second.

Mid-morning a guard crossed the hall and took the day-one blonde on her sofa near the post. He bent her up over the back of it and her paperback slid forward onto the cushion. She made the audible response she had been making in two registers all week, the small breath-and-vowel sound carrying across the concrete. Her eyebrow above her near eye lifted, found me, asked the small question. The tilt of my mouth confirmed. She closed her eyes against the next slow stroke at her back. He finished inside her in five minutes; she gathered the paperback back into her hand and found the page.

My body answered low and curious - a small warm gathering between my thighs, a slow tightening across the bare slopes of my breasts. My hand stayed on the paperback. The heat was its own private temperature.

The hall absorbed the scene without a ripple.

I crossed Novak in the corridor late afternoon.

He came through the east-wall door at the unhurried pace of a man on his fourth hour of a shift. I was coming up from the showers in the clean skirt I had pulled out of the laundered stack, the towel still slung loose at my shoulders. We met at the midpoint by the small bolted bench against the wall.

His face did the thing his face had done at the corridor crossings since the bench in the demonstration room: nothing. A flat blue look that took me in at the speed any guard's look took any prisoner. The careful neutrality of the nine days before yesterday had been a built thing - an effort I had been able to see the strain of. The flatness today carried no effort behind it - just the face of a man crossing a corridor on his shift, eyes touching mine for the count of a single step.

Our pace held. We passed shoulder-to-shoulder and the corridor's narrow width meant my towel grazed the cotton at his elbow, and the contact registered along the back of my arm at the temperature of any other guard's contact in any other corridor crossing. The small private replaying of his eyes that I would have practiced on day eleven did not come up.

He went past me toward the showers' corridor end. I went past him toward the central hall, and two steps further on it was already behind me. The bench-soreness moved across both hipbones with the walk. The towel slid an inch lower on my shoulder. I caught it without looking.

Dinner was a quiet table.

The roll was warm. The stew was edible. The curl-haired girl ate hers two tables along with her dark curls loose; the day-one blonde ate hers at her usual seat with her own paperback flat beside her tray. The senior was at the post. The night-shift officers were assembling at the corridor door for the brief.

The senior crossed at half-past and stopped at the corridor door to confer with one of the incoming officers. Roster shifts. A supply delivery. The plug-fitting bay's schedule for the morning. Briggs back on at nine.

"Tuilagi still on the waitlist?" the corridor officer asked.

"Clears before his slot."

"Been a long one -"

"Long. Yeah." The senior turned a page. "He clears."

The corridor officer nodded and made the tick.

The syllables registered somewhere lower than thought, a second time. The name stayed close in me - closer than it had been at breakfast, familiar enough now that my body had stopped waiting for it to be spelled. I drank my coffee and did not look up.

The hall went back to its noise. Two cells away a prisoner I did not know laughed at something her tablemate had said. The senior crossed back to his post. The night-shift came on at the changeover.

The lights dropped to evening.

I dropped my tray at the return slot for the orderly. I went to my cell.

The cot held the faint shape where I had been. I sat down on it.

Across the ring, the rolled mattress still waited at the foot of the cot. The night-watch fluorescents had not yet warmed all the way to amber.

I stepped out of the skirt and folded it onto the shelf above the cot. I lay back. I drew the blanket up to my hips and let it rest there. I put my hand at my lower belly, fingers spread wide.

The day's signals had not eased. They had collected under the heel of my palm, present in a register the day had not asked me to do anything with.

My hand stayed where it was. The skin under it was warm. The ache below was its own slow thing.

The week sat at the foot of the cot in the shape of unfamiliar rooms. Tomorrow at nine the cuffs would close above my head over a bench at a cutout I could not picture from the other side. Later in the week the size of a man I had not yet seen would set the wing's measurement another rung higher. Toward the weekend a list with my name on it would be a room with people in it I could not picture. Twenty-one days remained behind those numbers. The count had stopped sitting in my chest the way it had at the start; it sat now in the body that was about to walk into the first of those rooms.

My body stayed curious about the partition room ahead.

I did not slide the hand any lower.

The lights warmed down through evening into the amber of night-watch. Across the ring the gap where Megan had been kept its shape, and around it the wing went on at its own steady level. The curl-haired girl somewhere along the east wall would be turning a page on her paperback. The day-one blonde at her sofa would be finishing her tea. The senior at the post would be writing tomorrow's slate down its column.

I closed my eyes.

Whatever had once needed naming had gone quiet. My body did not need a word for it anymore. It was, simply, what the body did now.

I slept.
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Chapter 2: The partition

⚜

Iwoke into the hum.

It was low in my belly before I had my eyes open - a soft warm pulse that had not switched off overnight, that had carried me down into sleep and waited for me on the morning's far end. The blanket had pushed itself off my shoulder. The skirt lay folded on the shelf where I had left it the night before. My nipples were already tight against the cot's cool air.

I rolled onto my back and looked up at the blank white.

The senior had drawn the partition for me yesterday in two quick strokes of his finger on the breakfast table. I had carried the drawing with me through the rest of the day, and the drawing had not stayed two-dimensional. My body had built it out into a room while I wasn't looking - taken it apart and put it back at different angles - until I could not tell anymore what I had been told and what my body had added.

A bench at a gap in a wall. Cuffs above my head. Hands I would learn by touch alone, with no faces behind them.

I lay another moment with the pulse turning over on itself, low and unbroken. Then I sat up. The bruises across both hips answered the movement together. I let them have their slow throb. I stood, and the throb traveled up to settle into the heat that had been there since I had opened my eyes, and I crossed to the basin in the half-dark.

I splashed cold water at my face. The grey skirt came up over the tender spread of bruising at my hips, the waistband settling above where yesterday's marks were still rising into yellow.

The lights came on white at six.

The curl-haired girl was at her east-wall table already when I made the serving window. She lifted her chin a quarter-inch from her tea - not the half-blink today, something marginally warmer at the corner of her mouth, recognition with a thumb pressed lightly on it. Her eyes went back to the steam. Mine did not stay long enough to push.

I picked up porridge. I picked up coffee. The day-one blonde came past me with toast and the steady eyebrow, and I crossed to my table and set the tray down where it went.

The senior was at the post with his clipboard already open.

He came over with his black coffee at six-twenty and lowered himself into the chair opposite me without putting his mug down first. Briggs would be on at nine, he said. The partition guard would be a man I had not seen on rotation before - one of the men who worked the formats and only the formats, who came and went through the bay door and did not sign on for general floor. The visitors had already been cleared and would be staged in the corridor before nine. Two of them had requested toys; both would be on the tray by the time I walked in.

I lifted my coffee.

"Two."

"Wand. Plug." He took a swallow of his own coffee, set it down, looked at me levelly across the rim. He nudged the dish of yogurt half an inch toward my hand. "Protein."

"Already on it." I took the dish.

He drank.

"After," he said. "Curl-haired girl's been excused her morning roster. She'll be at the showers."

I had not asked. I nodded across the table at his coffee.

"I'll be standing," I said.

"That you will." He tapped a knuckle once against the metal in the place his pen would have made a tick if his pen had been out. "Eat."

I ate.

Briggs came through the corridor door at nine sharp with the white robe folded over his forearm.

He did not say my name. He did not have to. I had been on my feet for two minutes already and crossed to the bars while he keyed them. At the threshold I stepped out of the skirt and handed it to him; he folded it once under his arm to carry. He took the robe up by the shoulders the way he had taken it up at the demonstration bay door, and I shrugged into the cotton and tied the sash at the waist. The fabric was cool against my chest. The skin underneath was not.

Twenty steps down the corridor.

We walked single file along the worn line of the floor's center seam, my bare feet pulling cool from the concrete, Briggs's boots making their flat measured count behind me. I kept my eyes on the next door. The heat at my belly had not eased; it had organized itself into a forward lean, the way a body leans into weather it can feel coming.

Two officers were at the desk further down where the corridor branched. I did not look at them. I heard the lower of the two voices say Tuilagi in the bored register of a man checking off a line. Finishing medical. The other officer made the kind of sound that meant nothing and pretended to mean nothing.

The syllables landed below my hipbones. I did not slow.

Briggs keyed the door.

I had read the placard in his shadow as he reached for the lock. PARTITION USE - ADVANCED ROTATION. The plastic was new - the screw heads bright, the lettering uncurled at the edges. The door swung inward.

The room was smaller than I had pictured.

A drywall partition cut the room in half across the short axis. The padded bench was bolted to the floor on my side, set perpendicular to the partition, its foot end fitted snug to a rectangular opening cut cleanly through the drywall at hip height. A body lying on its back along the bench would have its hips and ass and thighs framed in the opening, presented to the corridor on the other side. The bench was upholstered in the same wipe-clean grey vinyl as the demonstration room's. At the head end, a leather-lined steel brace rose from its own floor mount above the bench and held two wrist cuffs at the level a raised arm would meet them.

Two side walls, freshly painted, rose at chest height from either side of the bench's upper third so that anyone lying on it would be flanked at face and arm level - the gap between each side wall and the brace narrow enough that a hand cuffed at the brace could still reach the nearer gasket without strain. Each side wall carried three round rubber-gasketed holes drilled at varied heights, the rubber black and clean and matte against the white paint. The smell of new construction stayed in the air - cut wood, fresh paint, the faint chemical of cured silicone.

I could hear the corridor beyond the drywall - no voices yet, only the soft movement of bodies arranging themselves at a low patient murmur, boots and the brush of fabric, a throat clearing, a man's quiet cough. The wall was thinner than the demonstration bay's. The opening was a clean black absence at the bench's foot. I could not see anything through it. I could feel the room beyond - the warmth of bodies on the unseen side, the readiness - coming through the gap as a faint cool draft against the soft skin of my inner thighs.

The partition guard was already inside on my side, standing in the corner with a folded towel over his forearm and a small plastic tray on the rail beside him. The tray held the heavy plug I had taken at the bukkake reception and a wand I had not seen before - a black handle, a long head, a wide white silicone bulb. Briggs took up his post inside the door and laid my folded skirt on the bench beside it.

The partition guard cleared his throat once and gave me what passed for the day's briefing - clipped, short, the way the senior would have given it if he had come down.

"Sustained use. No clock. You won't see anyone. Men behind the partition use your ass and pussy. Men at the side holes - hands and mouth. Toys come through with me." A small nod toward the tray. "Safeword where it has been."

"Understood."

He stepped back to his corner.

I dropped the robe at the threshold.

I climbed onto the bench on my back.

The vinyl was cold for the first second, then warmed under my back. I shuffled down until the lip of the opening met my hipbones, then settled my head against the foam pad at the brace, raised my arms above me, and let the partition guard close the cuffs over my wrists in two efficient clicks. He set the leather snug at my wristbones with a short tether of chain that gave each hand a few inches of working range - enough to reach the gaskets at face and shoulder level without strain. My fingers stayed loose. He adjusted me by both hands at the points of my hipbones - finding the opening for me - and brought my ass and thighs flush so that the gap framed me from the corridor side at the level it had been made for. My knees came up against the inside of either flanking wall and stayed there. The vinyl held a cool film against the long line of my back and along the curve of each breast. The drywall's draft moved between my parted thighs.

I lay still.

The partition guard moved to the corner. Briggs settled his weight at the wall. Above me, the ceiling gave me nothing to hold - no vent, no stain, no break in the white, only the flat wash of overhead light at some source I could not see.

My pussy was already wet from the morning's drawing in my head and the corridor's silence had not helped. I could feel a thin slick line tracing the inside of my left thigh from where my body had moved with the cuffs closing. My nipples had drawn up to two hard small points before he had finished my wrists. Air moved across me through the wall in a cool low stream.

A bell sounded twice, soft, from beyond the partition.

A wide warm hand settled flat on my right thigh from beyond the wall.

It was the only part of him I would see.

His hand sat there for two slow seconds - broad, dry, calm, the practiced touch of a man who had been handed a body and was getting his bearings before he used it, nothing like a stranger's first. The hand slid up to the crease of my hip, paused, came back down. His other arm cupped from beneath. The cool draft across my pussy went warm where his forearm closed the gap.

Blunt heat pressed against my cunt.

He was average. Average length, fully hard, slick with whatever the corridor had given him. He pushed in without checking my wetness - my readiness was already running visibly down my thighs and the wing's working assumption was that any body in the format would be wet for it - and bottomed out in two slow strokes that brought me up off the bench in a small involuntary lift. The opening held my hips snug. His grip held my thigh.

He fucked me.

There was no expression to read. There was no face to angle toward, no shoulder I could see lifting and dropping with his stroke. I had only the rhythm at my pussy and the warm dry pressure on my thigh and the soft sound, very close beyond the drywall at my hip, of his belt buckle's gentle metallic tap against the partition with each forward press. A small strained exhale carried through the wall once. He kept his pace even and his strokes deep, three or four minutes of unbroken work, and finished inside me with a low controlled groan I felt as warm air against the opening's edge as much as I heard it.

The hand lifted off my thigh.

His heat had barely left me when the first cock came through the left side wall's gasket at my face level.

I turned toward it on the pillow before my eyes had registered it - the body learning faster than the eyes - and opened my mouth, and he was at my lips. He pressed in to a depth that was not careless and not slow either, found his mark, and stayed there. I worked him with my tongue. My head was the only part of me with any range; my wrists were locked above me at the brace, my hips were pinned at the wall, and my mouth had its task and took it.

A second cock came through the right side wall at my hand's reach. My right hand closed around it without my looking - I knew the shape of the gasket and where it would be - and I felt his pulse against my fingers before they had quite settled at his base. I stroked him slowly, my hand the only direction his pleasure was going to come from on this side of the wall.

A new weight settled at my hip from the unseen side - the next man, broader-shouldered by the press of him through the gap. He took less than a stroke to seat himself. He fucked me at a brisker rhythm, his breath audible at the wall above the opening, and came across the inside of my thigh in a hot stripe a couple of minutes in, a thick low grunt riding the last pulse. A fourth man's palm spread wide across the curve of my hip at the edge of the opening, reaching through the gap from his side to anchor me for the next.

Four men at me, three of them using three different parts of me at once.

The cock at my mouth slid out and back to the head and back in deep, his rhythm doubling, the slap of his hipbone against the side wall's outer skin a dull dry sound I could feel through my cheek. The cock under my right hand reached down through the gasket and brought my fingers tighter at his base - the only direction any of them had moved my body since the leather had set at my wrists. He came across my knuckles a moment later, hot and thick, and was gone. Another shape was already against the gasket, my fingers closing around it without thought.

The one at my mouth had not finished. He worked through me at an even pace while behind the wall the next man pressed in at the gap.

I lost track of which cock was at my mouth, which hand was at the gasket, which rhythm belonged to whoever was inside me.

There was not enough of me to attend to any one of them. My mouth worked at whichever cock was at it. My right hand worked at whichever was at the gasket. My pussy took whichever was at the opening. Slickness was on my chin and on my chest where one of the mouth men had pulled out at the wrong moment and finished across my jaw and along the inner slope of my left breast. Fluid ran out of me down the underside of my ass to the vinyl beneath. Sight gave me nothing. Skin took over - rhythm, heat, the angle of a hipbone against the partition, the catch of a man's breath through the wall.

I was wet and warm and rising, and the not-seeing was not making any of it smaller. It was making my body bigger to itself - wider, more open, taking the information through skin instead of through eyes and finding nothing about that arrangement it wanted to refuse.

Somewhere around twenty minutes in, when my jaw had begun to ache and the inside of my right thigh was wet down to the knee, the touch at my thigh changed.

It was heavier than the others had been - a broader spread of a wider hand, the weight of a forearm behind it. He took both my thighs by the hipbones from beyond the drywall and lifted my hips a fraction higher, adjusted my angle by a small confident pull, and pressed against me lower than the others had been pressing.

Slick cock at my ass.

I moaned around the cock in my mouth without choosing to. The one at my face held himself still through it, his pulse against my tongue going hard. The man beyond the wall pushed into my ass in a slow seat that did not stop until he had bottomed out - fully oiled, fully patient, and unhurried by the men at my mouth and hand. He stayed there for a beat. His hand spread wide across my hipbone. A low exhale carried through the gap, close to my ear. Then he began to fuck me at a deep methodical rhythm I could feel all the way up under my ribs.

The man at the left gasket came across my tongue while the one inside me was still finding his pace. The next was already pressing through the gasket before I had swallowed. On the right, my fingers closed around a fresh shape through the gasket. The partition guard had moved up to stand at my left shoulder and was watching the drywall with his fingers loose at his sides.

The man in my ass fucked me at his deep unvarying pace for a stretch I had no measure of. He gripped my hipbones and held me in place against his depth. He finished in three long throbs I felt at the base of my spine, pulled out smoothly, and was gone.

The guard moved.

He came around from my side of the wall - I felt him approach because his shadow crossed my knee, the first peripheral movement I had been aware of in a long stretch - and his hand closed gently at the base of the heavy plug on the tray. He pressed it against my ass without ceremony, and the head began to spread me where the man had just been. I made a small sound into the air above me. He paused at the widest part, gave it a measured half-second, and pushed it through. The flared base settled snug against the cleft of my ass. He gave it a brief functional check with the heel of his hand. He stepped back to the tray, lifted the wand from its place, and passed it through the opening to whoever was waiting on the far side. As the handoff was still landing, a new cock pressed at my pussy through the gap - slick, already moving - pushed in to the root by a man whose approach I had not registered.

The wand started against my clit a beat later.

I did not see it. It came from beyond the drywall - a buzz at first, a level plastic head settling against the hood of my clit and switching on at a setting the visitor had chosen - and the vibration went up through my hips and the plug and the cock that was still working at my mouth in a single chord that made my back come off the vinyl.

The cuffs caught me.

I came into the blank air above me.

It hit hard and unfocused - not the climbed-up orgasm of a stroke pattern I had been riding, but the sudden vertical collapse of an orgasm a machine had decided to give me. My pussy clamped down on the cock at the opening that had been there for I could not have told you how long. The plug in my ass felt every contraction along its length. The mouth man came in my mouth as I came against the wand, a hand cresting the top of the side wall to settle at the back of my skull and hold me there through it, a strained groan working its way through the gasket below.

The wand did not lift.

It kept its level against me through the contractions and past them, into the long shaky space afterward where there was nothing to ask for; the body had already said yes a dozen times over and was saying it again. Another length pushed into me through the opening. A new cock came through the left gasket and pushed against my mouth. My right hand was empty for a stretch and then a new shape filled it, smaller around than the last one, harder. I stroked it without thought.

Five points of contact:

The wand at my clit, held at the level the visitor had set and not changed. The plug seated in my ass, fullness held. A cock in my pussy from beyond the drywall, moving at a measured pace I could not match to anyone I had felt before. A cock in my mouth from the left gasket, the head deep at the back of my tongue. My right hand fisted at a cock through the opposite wall, working him by feel.

I came again at the second cock's third stroke. The wand had not let me down off the first one yet.

My third came less than a minute later - a slow build under the wand's patient push, the cock through the opening finishing on my lower belly in a hot stripe I felt and did not see, and the orgasm rolling up the column of me from the plug to the back of my throat in one long shake. The cuffs held my wrists; my shoulders pressed flat to the brace; my mouth stayed open around the cock at it.

Somewhere past the count my mind would have kept if it had still been counting, I stopped trying to separate one man from the next.

The vibration held. The fullness behind me stayed fixed. The men at my pussy cycled in a turnover I could not have timed, two minutes then four then ninety seconds then six. The cocks at the side gaskets cycled in a constant drip-feed I knew only by length and pulse and the rhythm with which their hipbones tapped the outside of the flanking walls. One held himself in patient short strokes at my mouth and the next slammed himself in until I gagged; one trembled audibly through the gasket as he came across my tongue; another braced a hand against the partition on the unseen side, a low knock landing at the moment he tipped over. My face was slick. My chest was striped. My thighs were wet to the knees with what I had made and what had been made onto me.

For one bare second I understood myself as something being played, then the wand took even that thought away.

It ended without ceremony.

The cocks at the opening stopped being replaced. The men at the gaskets finished and were not replaced either. The wand lifted off my clit and clicked off, and the absence of the buzz left a humming flat in my hips that took a long second to stop expecting itself. The plug stayed where it was.

I lay open-mouthed, chest rising and falling in long uneven pulls. The vinyl under me was slick from my shoulders to my ass. The white above me was still the same featureless plane it had been at nine. The cuffs were still snug at my wrists. My nipples were still up.

The guard came to the head of the bench and unfastened the cuffs in two clicks.

My arms came down off the brace by themselves. They felt distant - the muscle a long way from the shoulder, the hand a long way from the wrist - and lay across my chest where they fell. He moved to my hips, helped me bring my knees down off the flanking walls, then eased me up to sitting and to my feet at the end of the bench, his hand bracing my back the whole time. The plug stayed in.

Briggs had the robe ready.

I stood at the threshold of the room and let him close it around my shoulders and tie the sash at my waist over a body that was barely registering the cotton at all. The plug shifted in my ass with the small movement of standing. I felt its base settle against the cleft. I felt slickness move down the inside of my thighs in two slow lines.

Briggs collected my folded skirt off the bench by the door and walked me out, the partition guard following at our flank.

I did not look back at the bench, at the drywall, at the flanking walls with their three gaskets each and their silence beyond them. The corridor beyond the partition had already gone quiet - the men were being walked back out by their own escorts, somewhere I would not see - and the only sounds on our side of the wall were the soft slap of my bare feet on the concrete, Briggs's measured boots behind me, and the quieter tread of the guard at my flank.

We made it to the shower entrance in twelve steps. Briggs hung the folded skirt on an empty hook by the door and stepped back into the corridor.

The curl-haired girl was waiting just inside the shower bay.

She was in her own grey skirt and nothing else. A sponge in her hand already, two soft towels folded over her arm. The water was already running at the nearest stall - she had turned it on for me before we had keyed the door, the warm hiss filling the bay. Wordless, she watched Briggs hand me through the inner door. The partition guard eased the plug out of my ass at the threshold with the same care he had pressed it in with. The pop of it was quiet. I felt the empty open after it. He set it on the small clean rail by the door and went.

I let the robe slip off my shoulders onto the hook by the door. Beside me she stepped out of her skirt and hung it on the next hook over.

She stepped under the spray with me.

The water came warm at my shoulders. I leaned my forehead against the tile and felt the line of my shoulders pull down off my ears for the first time since the leather had set. She lifted my hair and ran her wet hand down the back of my neck. She passed me the sponge. I took it and did nothing with it. She took it back and started at my shoulder and worked down, sponging across my chest, the curve of my breasts, the slick lines along my inner thighs. The water clouded pale at the drain.

No question came. I would not have known how to answer one.

I laughed once, somewhere into the tile, a single helpless surprised sound out of a body that had not yet decided what register it lived in this afternoon. She kept moving the sponge. Her own dark curls had gone slick under the spray; water beaded along her bare shoulders. She rinsed my back and turned me by the elbow and rinsed my front. She rinsed between my legs with a hand that asked nothing and gave me the shape of clean. She held me up by the elbow when my knee went briefly soft and waited for it to come back.

We stood under the spray together for a long time after she had finished.

I had my forehead at the tile. She had her open palm at the small of my back, steady and unmoving. The water ran milky for one slow stretch and then ran clear. Around us the shower bay's ambient noise - another prisoner's voice at the next stall, a guard's boots passing in the corridor - moved on past us at the pitch the wing had at any other afternoon.

When she stepped back from the spray, I followed her out.

She wrapped me in one towel and herself in the other. Her skirt stayed on its hook; she walked me out into the changing bench area still in the towel and sat me down. She settled next to me. The corner of her towel came up to dry my hair, slow and methodical. Her attention stayed on the hair and not on my face.

When she had finished she reached back to the hook for her skirt and pulled it on at the bench. She handed me a paper cup of water from the cooler at the wall. I drank. She brought me my skirt off the hook where Briggs had left it. She waited while I stood, while I stepped into it, while I pulled it up over my hips. The hem climbed at the back as soon as I moved. The skin there was clean and warm.

She walked me to the bay door. Briggs was at the corridor end. She lifted her chin at me - the half-blink with a longer hold this time, the longest she had given me yet - and stepped back to let me go.

I made it to my cell on my own legs.

The hum had gone. The pulse had gone. In their place was a deep settled fullness through every part of me that had been used - pussy, ass, mouth, hands, shoulders, the long muscles down both sides of my spine where I had been pinned against the brace - and a kind of quiet wide-open emptiness behind my eyes that was its own thing and did not want a name.

I lay down on my cot in the skirt.

The cell light came through cool and even from the high fluorescents; the amber would not lift until evening. The serving window was already closed for the lunch turn; the wing's afternoon rotation had begun without me. Somewhere along the east wall I could hear the curl-haired girl moving - her bare feet on the concrete, a small clink of a mug set down - but no voice. The day-one blonde was laughing at something I could not hear the start of.

I lay back with one hand at my belly and one at my hip.

The thin mattress cupped the soreness in both hips. The bruises across my hipbones answered the pressure with their dull throb. Somewhere lower, the part of me that had been opened and refilled and opened and refilled all morning ticked over slow and warm and not quite empty. The plug's shape was a memory along the length of my ass; the wall's opening was a draft I could still feel, a phantom cool line along the inside of both thighs.

My body shook once, a short ripple from shoulder to hip, then went quiet. A minute later it shook again - a smaller after-pulse - and quieted. The afternoon would be like this for a while, I understood. Shaking and quiet by turns. The body finishing its conversation with itself.

What stayed was none of that - not the slickness, the wand, the fullness, or even the orgasms. What stayed was the not-seeing.

For the length of it, the ceiling had been my only witness. Behind the partition: hands at my thigh. At the flanking walls: pulses at my mouth and palm. No one had made a face for me, and I had made no face for them, and every part of me had taken what was given and given something back before I could name who had touched it.

I lay there with that.

My hand stayed where it had landed. The body below it asked for nothing further. After a long stretch I turned onto my side. My breath slowed at its own pace. The cool fluorescent above warmed at the edges toward amber as the afternoon turned over into evening. Somewhere on the far side of the ring a guard keyed a cell and then keyed it shut again on a quiet exchange I did not turn my head to catch.

Twenty days remained.

The number belonged to the clipboard now, not to my breathing. What lived in me was the morning - the bench, the gap in the wall, the white above, and the hands I had felt before I knew whose they were.

Sleep came up without my reaching for it.

I dreamed of the white.


⚜




Chapter 3: Tuilagi

⚜

The lights came on at six.

I had been awake for the better part of an hour already, lying on my back in the half-dark with the cell still warm with night-watch amber, the blanket pulled to my hips, the soreness in both shoulders settled into a deeper quieter band along my spine. My ass announced itself separately this morning - full where the plug had held me until the shower threshold, tender below the rim, the deep methodical work of the wall still cataloguing itself somewhere low in my back. I had inventoried it before I opened my eyes. The bruises across both hipbones had rotated from yellow toward green at the edges. My wrists were clean.

I had stripped the skirt off at some point in the night and folded it onto the shelf. I did not remember the move. I sat up. The cell air was cool across my bare chest. I lifted the skirt down, stepped into it, smoothed it over my hips. The mirror gave me a face it had nothing new to tell me about. I crossed to the bars.

The wing was up. A guard at the post was reading the morning roster off a clipboard to the day-watch coming on. Across the ring, two cells along, the curl-haired girl was already at her basin, dark curls bunched at her shoulder, working at her teeth.

She caught my movement at the edge of her eye and lifted her chin a quarter-inch without looking. I returned it.

The serving window keyed open at six-fifteen.

The privilege list was tacked at its usual corner of the corkboard above the toaster.

I drew level with it on my way past the porridge pot. I had not been looking for it; I had been looking for the porridge ladle. The list caught me anyway because it was longer this morning than the ordinary roster - three sheets of paper instead of the usual one, the corners overlapping where the senior had stapled them down before he had clicked his pen closed.

I read the line at the top of the second sheet.

Tuilagi, S. - 11:00 - Navarro.

It was the fourth time the name had reached me, and the first time it had a clock beside it. The first three had been spoken - at our breakfast table two mornings ago, at the senior's roster brief that same evening, in the corridor outside the partition room yesterday. The eye had been waiting for what the ear had been carrying around. Eleven sharp. My name in the line beside his.

My body's answer arrived in the same breath as the reading. A low warm sink behind my hips. A small fast clench between my thighs. A tightening across both bare breasts. None of it was a thought. The reading had landed on a body that had been two days getting ready for it without my supervision.

I ladled porridge. I picked up a roll. I poured a coffee.

I took my tray to my usual table and sat.

The senior was at the post with the same clipboard.

He talked across the desk to a younger guard I had seen on rotation maybe twice, one of the floor men with red hair and the freckled forearms. The senior's voice did not carry; the younger man's did, in pieces, when he stepped a half-pace closer to make a point.

"- medical signed him off this morning. Had to add the larger restraint kit. Rest of the wing's gear isn't going to fit him."

The senior's reply stayed too quiet to catch. The younger guard nodded once, made a note on his own clipboard, and stepped back.

Across the hall the curl-haired girl had taken her usual east-wall table. She had her tea and her porridge and her dark hair down over her shoulders. The exchange had carried as far as her table; her mouth tilted dryly without her looking up. Her spoon did not pause.

I broke the roll.

The information found a place to sit in me as I chewed. Not the dimensions - those were on the senior's earlier page already, six-five and the two-seventy he had read off without inflection, and the sketch of what markedly larger might be. The new piece was the kit. The wing's standing gear did not fit him. Cuffs had been sourced and added. The man was singular enough that the wing's drawers had not held what would close around his wrists. The shape of a man who needed his own equipment moved through me low and patient.

I drank the coffee.

The day-one blonde came past my elbow with her toast, gave me the steady eyebrow, and slid into her seat at her own sofa. She did not ask. The list had told her enough. The morning's roster had been up on the board for forty minutes by the time anyone in the wing had not read it.

I finished the porridge methodically. I did not try to picture him.

I went back to my cell at quarter to eleven.

I had spent the hours after breakfast on a sofa with the same paperback I had not been reading for three weeks, the same chapter, the same first paragraph in which a man whose name I had not retained was about to do something I had not bothered to follow. The wing's mid-morning hum had been around me the whole time - a guard taking the day-one blonde across her sofa for the standard four minutes, a different guard keying a cell down the row, a corridor door opening and closing on a delivery. None of it had registered above the warm low pull at the root of my spine.

At twenty to eleven I had set the paperback down. At quarter to I was on my way back across the hall.

I let myself back into my own cell. The guard at the post - I did not turn to look - keyed the door shut behind me.

I sat on the cot. I put my hands flat on my thighs. The skirt's waistband rode up across the bruises at my hips and stayed there. The cot was firm. Daylight came through the bars at the same flat angle it had all morning. The cell across the ring had its mattress still rolled at the foot end. I could hear, very faintly, the curl-haired girl's spoon at her bowl two tables away.

I waited.

The hum had organized into a bodily tilt toward the corridor - the same anticipation the partition had taught me yesterday, sharpened now by the clock beside his name. I had been wet since breakfast. It had not stopped. It was warm at the seam of my thighs and at the lower curve of my belly. I did not put my hand under the skirt.

A corridor door opened at the far end.

I knew before I saw him.

The corridor's acoustics changed at a particular weight crossing the concrete. The cells along the ring had been catching footfall for hours - the senior's pace, Briggs's pace, the morning's various deliveries - and the wing's ear had learned them. This was a new weight. It came at a slower, more deliberate count than any of the day's footsteps had been keeping, and the wing's ambient noise softened a fraction at the back of it without anyone quite stopping what they were doing.

He filled the corridor before he filled the cell.

The escort came into my line first - one of the standing floor men, walking in front with the keys already in his hand. Behind him the corridor's width narrowed visibly around the shape coming through it. He had to set his shoulders square to the corridor's center seam to make room for both of them at once.

Six-foot-five was a number. It was now a man.

Broad through the chest and broader through the shoulder. Heavy through the thighs in a way that took the work-detail cotton at the knees as a thin grey suggestion. Dark hair cropped to the skull. The senior had read two-seventy off the page without inflection at breakfast two mornings back; it was the weight of him now standing in my doorway, and the page's number found its body. He was Samoan - broad-nosed, deep-browed, the warm brown of his skin lifting against the corridor's grey. The grey shirt was the wing's short-sleeve work-detail cut, and the traditional Samoan ink visible at the cap of his right shoulder closed in dense black bands that ran down the upper arm in patterns the sleeve's hem cut off above the elbow. His cuffed hands hung low in front of him, wrists set in heavier steel than the wing's standard kit. His head was very slightly bowed against the corridor's overhead duct.

The lintel was high enough, but he dipped anyway, as if the wing had taught him to expect less room.

The escort keyed the cuffs and lifted them off his wrists, set a small capped bottle from his belt-pouch on the cot's rail, then stepped back out. Sione's arms came down at his sides, the corded forearms settling at rest the way only a body that has been waiting a long time at a corridor end settles.

"Sione."

His voice was low and unhurried - a level register that did not waste breath at the upper end of it. He had said it to me, not to the escort, and he had said it once and not again.

"Kira."

The escort stepped back into the corridor, gave the door's frame a brief look, said nothing, and pulled the door across to the bars without keying it shut.

Sione looked at me.

He took his time about it. His eyes moved from my face down across my bare shoulders, across both heavy bare breasts and the dark draw of my nipples, down to the grey hem where the cotton had ridden up high on my thighs. His gaze did not snag at any one place; it made the full read in a measured pass and came back up to my eyes.

He had been in the privilege queue four months and had clearly been waiting in the corridor longer than the eleven on the list. Nothing in him hurried to arrive.

"Kneel."

The word went through me before I had thought to do anything with it. I was moving before I had finished hearing it.

I went down.

The concrete took my knees with the small flat shock it always took them with. He stepped a half-pace forward and his work-detail boots came into my lower field of vision. I sat back on my heels and looked up. The angle put his belt at my eye line. It was a standard leather belt, with the standard buckle, that the wing issued to its work-detail men. He undid it with two hands that did not have to think about it. He worked the button at his waistband and lowered the zipper. His underwear went down with the trousers in a single careful pull, the work-detail fabric bunching down at the tops of his boots.

The weight of him fell into my sight line.

I had been ready for the number. I was not, in the moment, ready for the shape of it. The base was thicker than my fist. He was not erect - not yet, not entirely - and the soft fullness of him at the partial height was already a length and a girth that put my fingers nowhere near closing around the base when I brought both hands up to him. My right thumb did not meet my right forefinger. My left did not meet my left. The two hands together cradled the underside of him without circling.

He was wider at the base than Darius had been at his thickest, and longer by an honest measure. Darius had been the top rung in my head since the day he had set it; in my hands now, that measure went useless.

The head, blunt and broad, sat at the level of my upper lip.

I lifted both hands at the base and worked them, measured and steady, while my mouth came forward at the head.

He thickened in my palms.

The change in him was a low gathering against my fingers - not a quick hardening but a steady deepening, more weight at the underside, more heat at the skin, the underside vein lifting against my left thumb. I felt his pulse through both palms before I had quite settled my mouth at the head. His length grew across my sightline. The head met my upper lip and I parted them.

I took him slowly.

The first half-inch was the head alone. I held him there for a moment, jaw working to accommodate the spread of him, then took him in a steady draw to the back of my tongue. His head pressed at my soft palate before the rim had quite cleared my front teeth. I came off him to breathe and brought him back in. The second pass got me to where my front teeth had to angle wide, my lower jaw stretching past where it had been at maybe twice in the last month. Three inches in.

I held him there.

The rest of him stayed in my two hands. Both of them. My fingers worked the broad ridged underside at a steady even count. My mouth worked the head and the first three inches at the only depth my throat would take him at. I lifted my eyes.

He was watching me.

His face was very still. His head was tilted slightly back so that he could read me at the angle I was at, and his expression had not changed since the door - neither pleased nor unpleased, his mouth closed, his breath slow at his nose. His chest rose and fell in long even pulls under the cotton I had not yet asked him to take off. The traditional Samoan ink at his right shoulder tightened across the deltoid as he braced his weight slightly back on that leg. The strain showed there and nowhere else.

His hand came up and settled, wide and warm, on the back of my skull.

It did not push.

It rested. The weight of his palm at my crown was a steady pressure - I am here, work at the pace you have - and the fingers spread loose across the back of my head did not move. He let me take him at the depth my mouth had room for. He let my hands work the length of him I could not reach.

The exhale he let through his nose was the largest sound he had made yet. His abdomen flexed once under my forearm, the long muscle along his belly tightening and softening, and I felt the corded set of his thigh press briefly against the side of my left arm. The hand at my skull did not change.

I worked him for what might have been three minutes or might have been five. The slick I had made at his head and along the upper four inches of him traveled down to my palms at the base. My jaw started to tire at the spread; my lips started to numb at the corners; the weight at my crown stayed where it had been. I took him as deep as I could once more, held him at the back of my throat for the count my throat would give me, and came up.

He lifted me off.

The palm at my skull closed gently in my hair - a careful grip, not a yank - and brought me back. A bright glistening strand bridged from my lower lip to the head of him as I came away. He held my eyes. His thumb came up to the corner of my mouth and wiped it clear.

"Stomach," he said. Low. "Blanket under your hips."

I went to the cot.

The blanket was the standard wing blanket - wool over a thin cotton liner, folded once at the foot in the morning the way the wing kept its cots presentable. I lifted it. I folded it again, then again, into a thick square the size of a small pillow. I crossed to the head end. I lay face down. I worked the folded blanket under my hipbones until the square was a wedge that lifted my ass clear of the mattress. I brought my forearms above my head and let my fingers loose at the headboard's frame. The cool wing air found the rise of my ass where the skirt had ridden up in the move. I did not have to take the skirt off; the climb of it past my hips had taken it past everything it might have covered.

He stepped out of his boots at the concrete. He worked the work-detail trousers and underwear the rest of the way off, folded them in two neat halves, and set them at the cot's foot. His cotton shirt he kept on. I heard the small dry sound of the trouser hem landing on the metal frame.

He came up behind me.

The cot's frame did not register him until he set a knee on it; then it gave a low complaint at the spring under his weight. He took a second knee onto the mattress and brought himself up to kneel at my back. The mattress dipped at both sides of me where his shins pressed it; the dip propped me up at the hipbones against the blanket-wedge. His thighs bracketed mine from both sides, the warm heavy press of them along my outer calves.

He reached past me to the cot's rail and picked up the bottle the escort had set there. He uncapped it and poured a measure into his open palm. He oiled himself in long even strokes - I felt the wet of his hand traveling back to his own length, the pause at the head, the slick return to the base - and I felt the rest of the oil come down across my ass in a cool steady drizzle. He worked it into me with the flat of his palm. Two slow circles. Then he set the bottle aside on the mattress within his reach.

A single thick finger pressed at my ass.

It went in to the second knuckle in one steady seat. He paused. The pad of his finger settled at the wall on the front side and held there. He gave my body the long moment it took to register the shape of him - wider than the specialist's at the prep work, wider than Darius's first finger by a margin I had not been ready to feel at the first touch - and then he pressed in further. The third knuckle settled at the rim. He held again.

A second finger joined the first.

I made a small sound into the mattress that I had not chosen. The spread at the rim went from significant to wide in one careful press, and the burn arrived high and immediate - not painful but full, beyond ordinary stretch and into the actual measure of him, and he was not yet inside me. He worked the two fingers in and out at a careful count, oiling me from the inside, opening me by increments my body had to keep up with on his timetable. He did not hurry. His other palm rested wide and warm low across my back.

I felt the fingers come away.

The head pressed at the rim.

He waited.

His palm settled across my sacrum, fingers reaching from one hipbone to the other. The head of him sat heavy at my ass, broad and slick, and he waited at the threshold for my breath to settle around it. I drew in a long slow pull through my mouth and let it go through my nose. He took the breath as his cue.

He pressed.

The first inch changed the room.

The two fingers had not prepared me for it. The two fingers had told me a wide thing was going to come in, and a wider thing was now coming in - the spread was real and continuous and did not stop where a finger would have stopped, and the head of him kept being larger after I had thought I had registered the largest part. I made a sound I would not later be able to describe - no word and no cry, only a low long pull of breath out of the back of my throat that had nothing in it but the body's catalogue of more. My fingers tightened on the headboard frame. He held there.

His palm stayed where it was at my sacrum. His hips did not move forward. His breath kept its slow even pull above me.

He waited until I came back to the surface.

Then he pressed again. Another inch. Another low sound out of my chest. He held.

He moved by fractions. The wait at each station was long; the reward was one more inch. By the third pause, my body had stopped flinching at the press and had begun to accept the next inch as the new shape of the room - the rim, the lower wall, the deeper wall, the place beyond which the wing had not previously gone in me. By the fourth, my own slick had begun to come up around the seal in a warm steady wet that I felt low in my back where his palm sat in it.

By the fifth I had no count left.

He bottomed out.

I came.

It rose without any of the customary climb. There was no friction in him yet - he had not moved - and the orgasm came up from full occupation alone, from the simple body-fact of being seated past every measure I had been carrying. My ass clamped down on him in deep involuntary pulses. The mattress took the small jerk of my hips. The headboard took the white of my knuckles. My breath went out in a single long uncoordinated sound into the wool.

He stayed still.

His hipbones met the curve of my ass; his pelvis settled flush against mine; his weight came forward along the length of my back, the broad plane of his chest pressing the air out of the space between us, his palm sliding up to spread between my shoulder blades, his other forearm bracing on the mattress beside my ribs. He held me gently down through it. Motionless and silent, he let the last involuntary clamp pass through me, then the long shaking after it, then the unsteady return of my breath, and still he held flush and let me have the silence to come back through.

When I had quieted, his weight shifted forward by a fraction.

"Now," he said.

He moved.

The first stroke was a long withdrawal almost to the head and a long press to the root. He used the full length of himself on the withdrawal and the return. The cot groaned under his weight at the dip. The blanket-wedge held my ass at the angle he had chosen. The pillow muffled the sound I made into the cotton at my mouth.

He fucked me at that pace.

It was the most measured rhythm any man had ever set in me. The stroke was long and deep and absolute; the count between strokes was unhurried; the press at the root each time was a small grind of his hipbones against my ass that took a fractional second longer than a man in a hurry would have given it. Nothing about the stroke shortened after that. My body, after the first orgasm, had gone slacker around him at the seal but no smaller at the depth - and the depth was where he stayed, the depth was what he gave me, the depth was what he was here for.

The cot's frame complained at his weight at every stroke. The headboard tapped the cell wall once for every two strokes, a soft contact, the familiar cot sound at a level turned up by a factor of mass. Beyond the cell, another prisoner was being taken in the wing's ordinary mid-morning rotation. Nearer, a spoon touched metal and stopped. If anyone at the post heard the cot complain, no one turned.

The second orgasm climbed by the middle of the stroke pattern.

Neither the wand nor friction drove it; it climbed as the body's answer to a depth held by a weight committed to staying at it. The seat at the bottom every two seconds was a steady drumming at the place he had opened, and the place was sending its answer up the length of my spine in a gathering wave. I bit the pillow when the wave broke.

He went on at his pace.

The clamp at the climb's peak brought a low groan out of him - the first sound he had made since now - and his hand at my shoulder blade closed a fraction. He held the stroke for one extra count at the root. Then he returned to his rhythm.

I shook through it into a long stretch of small after-pulses. He kept the rhythm.

He shifted us onto our side without losing depth.

He didn't fumble. His arm slid under mine, his other hand freed the blanket and let it bunch behind us at the small of my back, and his hips guided mine over without letting me lose a single inch of him. His body followed until we lay along the cot with my back to his chest and his cock still fully seated in my ass. The cot was barely wide enough for the two of us; my left arm pressed against the wall, his right knee bent up behind mine to hold the spoon. His chest at my back was a warm wide plane I felt at every breath. The wedge of the blanket pressed against my sacrum where his palm had been.

His left hand came down across my belly and slid lower.

His fingers found my clit.

They were unhurried. They worked at the same even rhythm his hips were keeping, two fingers settling on either side of my clit's hood and finding the small low circle that the angle gave him room for. His hips made their long stroke. His fingers made their small low circle. The two were not synchronized exactly - they ran at slightly different counts so that one set of sensations was always at its peak when the other was at its trough - and the layered effect was a climb at two heights at once.

I came again.

The third orgasm was longer than the second. It built across a stretch I could not have measured, climbing on the layered rhythm, his fingers persistent at the front, his cock persistent at the back, the doubled friction at my body's wall between them constant. The crest, when it broke, broke long. My ass squeezed around him in a wave that did not stop at the first peak; it carried through a second smaller peak and a third, the way contractions ran when the body had been built up by patience and not by speed. My head pressed back against his shoulder. I heard, very close to my ear, the low sound of his own breath shortening for the first time since he had begun moving.

He finished a stroke later.

He buried himself to the root, his fingers flattened wide across my belly, his other arm closing around my upper chest to hold me back against him, and he let go in three heavy throbs I felt as a deep warm flooding at the far point of him. He stayed seated through every pulse, did not pull back, did not adjust. He let the wet of his finish seat itself in the deepest part of me and held me there through it.

His breath at my nape was the only sound he made.

We stayed like that for a long minute.

He eased out slowly.

The withdrawal was as careful as the entry had been. He came back through every station in reverse, the deep give of my body letting him out by inches, the wet of him running out behind him in a heavy descent down the curve of my ass and into the folded blanket behind me. He paused at the rim, gave the seal one final half-second, and was gone.

The empty after him was a long open thing.

I lay where he had left me on my side, breath at the slow uneven pull it had on the far side of three orgasms, my ass tender in a way the body had not, until today, had a vocabulary for - opened past its working measure and resting in the open. I did not move. He sat up at the edge of the cot. The springs released his weight in a long slow give. He found his trousers at the foot of the cot where he had folded them, pulled himself together, did up his belt at the second hole. His palm settled briefly between my shoulder blades - broad and warm and present - and lifted.

I rolled my head to look at him.

He was standing at the end of the cot in his work-detail uniform, boots laced, shirt straight, the wing's grey nothing about the largest man the wing had ever put in front of me. The traditional Samoan ink ran down his right shoulder and into the sleeve in the patterns I had seen at the door. His face had not changed. His eyes did the careful read down the length of me on the cot - the skirt rucked at my waist, the slick wet across the inside of both thighs, the heavy give at my ass where he had been - and came back to my face.

He held my eyes.

"I'll be back," he said.

He turned at the bars. The escort had been at the corridor end the whole time; I had not heard him step away. He stepped forward now with the cuffs ready. Sione held his wrists out. The cuffs closed in two clicks - the larger restraint kit, audibly heavier in its set than the wing's standard - and the escort gave a small flat nod at me without meeting my eyes. The cell door swung wide. Sione dipped at the lintel.

The corridor swallowed him.

I did not move for a long time.

The cot held the shape his weight had left in it. The wedge of blanket at my back held the wet of him where my ass had been. My breath worked its way back at a ragged uneven count. The bars threw the same daylight bars across the concrete that they had thrown when I had sat down to wait two hours ago, and the cell was the same. I was not arranged inside it the same way.

Across the bars, the curl-haired girl came up to the door.

She had crossed from her table without my registering the move. She stood at the bars on the far side and looked at me through them - at the cot, at the shape of me on it, at the wet on the wool where Sione's finish was easing its way out of me. Her face did the small private thing her face had done at the showers yesterday. Something close to a half-laugh - quieter than a laugh, longer than a smile, recognition without ceremony - moved at the corner of her mouth and at the line of her eye and did not need any sound to land.

I held her look.

She gave me the half-blink. Held it. Lifted it. Stepped back to her table.

I closed my eyes.

I made it to lunch.

I pulled the skirt down enough to cross the hall. I walked with both knees careful and a small soreness at every step. The wing had been continuing its ordinary rotation around the cell while Sione was in it, and it continued now as I crossed the hall to the serving window. A guard had the day-one blonde over her sofa as I passed; she gave me the eyebrow without breaking pace. I took bread and soup and water and crossed to my table.

Across the hall, dark curls down over her shoulders, she was already at her own table. She did not look up. The wet on the blanket had told her enough through the bars an hour ago.

I ate. The bread was warm. The soup was the soup.

Halfway through, Novak crossed the hall in his standing officer's walk and took another prisoner on a sofa one row over. He bent her up over the sofa back, did her at the unremarkable pace of any mid-day rotation, finished inside her, gave her hip a flat dismissive pat, and crossed back toward the post. His eyes passed mine on the return. Nothing in his face caught on me anymore. The standing officer at the desk greeted him by a brief raise of the clipboard. The senior at his post looked up at the sound of Novak's boots on the concrete, nodded once, and went back to whatever he had been writing.

I drank the water.

The soup steam came up at my chin in a thin warm column. The bread crust pulled at my teeth. The bench-soreness that had been across both hipbones at the start of the morning had moved house; it had moved up to a quieter ache behind my hips and out into a long settled throbbing along the length of my ass that asked nothing of me. It was the delayed echo of him, still working through me.

I finished my bread. I gathered my tray. I dropped it at the return slot.

I crossed back to my cell.

The cell took me back.

I lay down on the cot, on my side, with the wet of him still warm in me and the folded wool tucked behind my hip where he had left it. The fluorescent above had not yet warmed to amber; that would come at evening. The cell air across the curve of my hip was cool. The heat low at my back was its own quiet thing.

My ass throbbed.

It throbbed deep and slow, not sharp, just opened farther than it had known how to be. There was no sting at the rim. There was no flinch at the seat. There was only the long settled fullness of a space the wing had built me to take and a body that had taken it and was now finding the new room within itself the experience had left behind.

Some old measuring part of me went quiet. The top rung had moved again, and my body had held it.

The thought sat at the back of my mouth like the taste of warm bread. It didn't ask to be spoken. It was a fact of the body, in the body's vocabulary, and the body had logged it. My eyes drifted at the bars.

Across the ring the rolled mattress was still rolled. The wing's afternoon was going on at the standard pitch. Two cells down to the right a guard keyed a door and keyed it shut on a brief exchange I did not turn my head to catch. From somewhere along the east wall, the soft tap of a mug going down on metal - curl-haired girl, almost certainly - carried across the polished concrete.

Nineteen days remained.

The number sat at its proper distance. Closer than it had been. Less of a count and more of a weather. Tomorrow's clipboard was already being written on the desk at the post; the senior's pen had its own slow even count and the wing had its weeks ahead and the bodies in them, mine included, and none of it was anything I had to lift for now.

I let the names go.

I let the schedule go.

My body did its throb and had no next demand. I drew my knees up a fraction and let the wool settle under my hip. The high fluorescent began its warm into amber an hour ahead of its usual time, or my eyes began to read the color earlier; I could not tell.

I closed them.

I slept.


⚜




Chapter 4: The rapid rotation

⚜

The hum was different this morning.

It had none of the slow inward gather of the partition, none of the deep settled vibration the day before had left along my spine. Today it ran higher, lighter, faster at the surface - a quick gathering across my chest as I sat up, a fast tightening at the base of my belly that did not yet have anywhere to go. My body had read the senior's morning slate somewhere overnight, quicker than the mind's reading.

The bruises across both hipbones had moved another color. Green at the edges, the deep blue at their centers softening to yellow. My wrists were clear. My ass was tender in a low quiet way. I stretched my legs along the wool and felt every muscle in both thighs answer the move - not soreness, just awareness of skin that had been opened past its measurement two days running.

The cell across the ring was still empty. Four mornings now the gap had held its shape, and the wing had stopped registering it as a gap; it was architecture.

I stepped into the skirt and crossed to the bars.

Breakfast had opened by the time I made the serving window.

The senior was at the post, clipboard flat. The day-one blonde at her usual sofa gave me the eyebrow as I passed in front of her. The curl-haired girl at her east-wall table lifted her chin a quarter inch from her tea - recognition without ceremony, her eyelids dipping and lifting at a pace she had taken to giving me at the showers - and her eyes went back to the steam.

I picked up porridge, a roll, a coffee.

He waited until I had set the tray down before crossing, mug in hand, and lowered himself into the chair opposite. No clipboard; the slate today was short enough to carry in his head.

"Navarro."

"Sir."

"Group privilege. Mid-morning."

I set the coffee down.

"How many."

"Six." He took a swallow of his own. "All young. All first-timers. Long sentences. None of them have been in a room with a woman in years."

I held the cup between both palms. The warmth at the front of my chest organized itself a fraction lower.

"Format."

"Rapid rotation. Sixty minutes." He set his mug down on the metal tabletop. "No overlapping holes. They finish where you let them. Sequential and overlapping by your call. No restraints. Sofa and ottoman in the open hall."

He let the slate sit.

"They've been told the rules and what the wing will do to them if they break one. They'll still come in half-cooked." His eyes did the dry read across me. "Different shape than yesterday."

"Understood."

"Eat the protein. Briggs at the corridor end. You'll come to the hall on your own legs."

"Yes."

He drained the mug a minute later, then went back to his clipboard at the post.

I broke the roll.

Six. All young. The number set itself in my chest, and the smaller number under it - long sentences, years - set itself somewhere lower. Bodies that had not been near a body in a long time were going to be in the hall in three hours and would have an hour with mine. The room I had at that fact was wide and not unsteady.

Across the hall the curl-haired girl had stopped reading her paperback. The roster had been on the corkboard since lights-on; she had read it before I had. Her mouth made the dry tilt. She turned a page.

The chair the senior had just stood up from was the chair Megan had taken three mornings a week. I let my eye sit there for the beat my body asked it to, and let the eye move on. The fact lived at the foot of my coffee and did not press for more.

I finished.

The morning ran ordinary at its own pitch.

I went to the showers, rinsed under the medium spray, walked back to my cell in the clean skirt without crossing anyone of consequence. I sat on the cot with the unread paperback in my lap and my hands flat on my thighs.

The warmth had not eased. By eight my nipples were tight in the cool cell air; by half-past, a thin slick line had begun its descent down the inside of my left thigh and wet the hem at the back of my skirt where I sat. I did not slip my hand under. I would not have known what to do with the touch. I was already wet, already keyed forward; touching would have felt like interrupting something.

At nine-thirty a guard took the day-one blonde over her sofa for the day's standard four-minute work. She made the breath-and-vowel sound she made in two registers, her eyebrow lifted toward me without her eye lifting, my mouth tilted in confirmation, and the guard finished in her and crossed back. She found her page.

At ten the wing began to clear a space at the central hall.

Two floor men moved the smaller leather sofa forward and levered the padded leather ottoman across the polished concrete with a low scraping sound, set it an arm's length from the sofa's curve, wiped both down. Another came past with a folded white towel from the trolley and set it on the sofa's arm.

I was at the bars. I had crossed without meaning to.

A floor man came down the row and keyed my door. He stepped back to the corridor wall and waited.

I stepped out.

The walk across the central hall was twenty-two paces I had taken every day since intake. The concrete was cool under my feet. I passed the day-one blonde and gave her the tilt. At the east-wall table, the curl-haired girl's lid dipped at me as I cleared her elbow. Briggs at the corridor end with the white robe folded over his arm - I clocked him on the angle and went on.

I reached the cleared space and dropped the skirt at the sofa's arm.

The cool air came up across my ass. The senior lifted his head from his clipboard and met my eye across the hall. A flat single nod.

At the far end a lock sounded.

They came in two at a time.

A sandy-haired floor man brought the first pair across the concrete in grey short-sleeve work-detail cotton. They stopped six paces shy at his hand-signal.

The first was lean and tall, freckles across both cheekbones, the kind of underweight a long sentence put on a body. Nineteen at the outside. His gaze hit my breasts and skittered to my collarbone, hit my belly and skittered to the wall behind me, hit my pussy and slammed back up to my face. His hands clenched and opened at his sides.

Behind his shoulder - twenty-one, leaner through the chest, longer-legged, the lines of a man who had run track once and had not stopped running in his head. A tight breaking smile half on his mouth, the smile of a man trying to keep his face in line. His jaw worked.

Both were already hard, the cotton pulled forward in a way no one could miss.

Another pair came through.

The first was twenty-two, broad-shouldered for a man so newly out of his cell - brown-skinned, dark close-cropped hair, the chest and arms of a body that had used the wing's iron bay to fill the hours. His face had gone to the wall behind me as he came up. He couldn't look at the place I stood. Behind him a paler one with darker eyes and a shake at his lower lip he had not yet decided whether to be embarrassed of.

The last two followed. A compact one, smallest of the six, wiry through the shoulders, all tight lines and restless hunger - eyes hit me and stayed; the only one of the six who had decided to look. With him a quiet sixth, dark-haired, eyes on the floor a foot ahead of his own boots. His features blurred almost immediately into the line.

Six. All six already hard before the senior had opened his mouth.

They lined up at six paces. The senior crossed from his post to the front of the line. He did not lift his voice. The hall had gone still at the corners. The day-one blonde had stopped pretending to read. The curl-haired girl had set her cup down on the saucer.

"Rapid rotation," he said. "Sixty minutes from the call. No overlapping holes. No crowding. You will not touch each other; you will not slow the rotation."

He let the slate settle.

"Navarro has the call. She lifts a hand, you move. She places you, you finish there. Step back when you're done. Next man comes forward."

His eyes ran down the line.

"Navarro. Yours."

He returned to his post.

Three were at me within ten seconds.

I lifted my hand and the line broke. The freckled one came forward in three quick strides and dropped to his knees at the front of the sofa, hands clenching against his thighs. The runner was at my right hip a beat behind, palm settling at the curve of my waist, his free hand already at himself through the work cotton. The broad-shouldered one came up at my left and stopped a half-pace shy, breath audible, both hands at his sides like a man trying not to forget how to stand.

The youngest's face was at the level of my hips, mouth open. The overwhelmed part of him very near the surface.

I came down with him.

I sat on the edge of the sofa and parted my knees. He didn't need a second invitation. He brought himself up between my thighs, both hands shaking at his belt. He had been hard since they walked him to the corridor; he only had to free himself, and when he did, the long thin length of him came forward at the level of my mouth. The runner at my hip exhaled hard, his hand still working at himself, eyes locked on my face. The broad-shouldered one had not yet looked at my body - he had locked on my hand, the one I had used for the signal, as if the hand were the rule.

I leaned in.

He went over in under twenty seconds.

I had him in past the head, jaw spreading around the steady pressure I'd built with both lips and a palm at the base - and his hands came up not at my hair but at his own face. A strained tight sound came out of him, a swallowed mortified gasp, and he spilled across my tongue and the upper slope of my left breast in three fast warm pulses before he had quite finished the sound. His whole body shook through it. His eyes had screwed shut.

He stayed on his knees, panting, both hands flat against his cheekbones, his cock still pulsing slow against my lower lip as he came down.

He did not breathe.

I waited until he could.

"You did fine." Low. Close to his ear. I touched his wrist with two fingers, and he opened his eyes onto mine.

His face was scarlet. The hand he brought up to wipe his mouth was shaking.

He retreated into the line.

Before the towel had stopped moving on the sofa's arm, the runner took the space.

He had been waiting too long.

He took less than five seconds. He came at the sofa from my right, bent me sideways across the cushion with a hand at my hip and a hand at my shoulder, lined himself up at my cunt - already slick, already wet - and pushed in to the hilt in two quick strokes that made me catch my breath against the leather. He hadn't asked. He hadn't had to. He was hot and hard and slick at the seal, and his hips found their pace at the second stroke, fast and tight, his face buried into the joint of my shoulder where his breath came in fast pants against my neck.

He came in me at the ninety-second mark.

The pace shortened, his hips stuttered, his teeth caught at the skin above my collarbone in an involuntary nip, and he emptied into me with a low strangled sound under my ear. He pulled out at the last pulse and the second half landed across the cleft of my ass as he stumbled away from the sofa. He didn't look at me. He turned his face to the wall and shook his head twice as if to clear it.

The broad-shouldered one stepped into the opening he left.

The format opened up from there.

I went to the ottoman.

I crossed with the youngest's release drying along the slope of my left breast and the runner's wet running heavy out of me, and climbed on all fours, forearms flat against the cushion. My knees pressed into the leather. My ass was raised. My breath had not had a chance to slow.

The broad-shouldered one came in behind me. His palms spread wide at my hips, his thumbs found the bruises across both hipbones, and he pressed the head of himself at the slick mess the runner had left. He was thicker than the runner had been - more substantial than I'd expected from his nervous look. He pushed in slow. The slick let him. He bottomed out in two strokes.

Above me, at the ottoman's far end, the pale dark-eyed one was on his knees on the concrete with his cock at my mouth.

I opened.

He pushed in past my lips, past my front teeth, in to the back of my tongue at a depth he had not been hard enough to take in three years, eyes screwing shut at the warmth, hands hanging at my temples without quite knowing where to land. The broad-shouldered one set a rhythm at my hips that was steady and overwhelmed - long strokes that hit deep, thumbs digging into the soft places at the small of my back, breath coming hard above the ottoman's frame. The pale one held his hips still and let me work him with my tongue.

Two at me. Two finishing toward me.

The broad-shouldered one emptied into me at the four-minute mark - three heavy throbs, hand at my hipbone tightening, exhale low above the cushion. He stayed seated through every pulse and eased out slow. His hand patted my flank once - the clumsy thank-you of a man who didn't know any other way to say it - and he folded backward into the line.

The pale one let go in my mouth at the five-minute mark. He'd been holding on with everything he had. The hands at my temples settled into my hair at the last moment, frightened of his own grip, and he flooded across my tongue in a long shuddering pulse he had to swallow a sound around. I took him to the back and held him through it. He pulled out, the head of him bright and wet, and stumbled away.

The runner was at me again.

He had been hard again before the line had stopped resettling. He came up at my hip and I lifted onto the ottoman on my back this time, with his first release still warm in me and the broad-shouldered one's wet running down both inner thighs, and caught his slim hips between my knees and pulled him in. He buried himself to the root in one stroke. The leather pressed warm against my shoulder blades. His face came down at the crook of my neck the way it had at the sofa.

"Slow," I said.

He went slow.

His pace this time was the runner's careful pace - the man trying to outlast himself, counting strokes in his head, the held concentration at the corner of his mouth. He lasted two minutes. He emptied into me again, smaller, hips stuttering, teeth at my collarbone, and stayed seated through it with both hands fisted in the leather at the sides of my head. When he eased out he met my eye for the first time. His mouth did the breaking smile. He walked himself away.

The youngest was back.

He had been working himself up at the back of the line for ten minutes. He came forward at my hand-signal with his color high, shoulders squarer than they had been at the door, eyes finding mine and staying. He went down to his knees on the leather between my parted thighs. His hands hovered at my hips, asking - the first asking touch any of them had made - and I closed my fingers around his wrist and brought his palm flat to the soft place at my belly above my mound.

He took the cue.

He spread his palm wide and pressed in at me with the head of himself at a slower pace. He held my eye the whole way down. He bottomed out and the breath went out of him in a long careful exhale that did not sound like a boy's.

"You're doing great," I told him.

His color came up.

His eyes filled. The color went past embarrassment into a deeper warmth, the kind of warmth a body had after years of being told nothing kind by anyone with skin against his - and he held on. He held the first minute by sheer will, hips lifting at me in long shaking presses, palms working the long lines of my thighs, his face open at mine. Halfway through the second minute his rhythm steadied. He had stopped fighting it. He was inside me at a pace I had built for him, eyes locked, palm at my belly warm and unmoving, and somewhere underneath the layered slick of three other men a bright pulse began to gather where his cock was working at me.

I had not expected it.

It came up fast. A slow inward clench at my cunt that pulled tighter on the next stroke and tighter on the one after, a warm ripple traveling up through my belly to settle hard under the slope of my breasts where my breath had narrowed, my chest tightening, my mouth opening on a strained sound I did not choose. His throat worked once. He felt me clamp around him - the slow steady drag of my cunt closing on his length - and his hand pressed flatter against my skin as if to hold me through it, his hips losing their carefully kept count for a single stroke before he found it again. He did not finish. He held. His mouth came open to match mine. He stayed with me instead of disappearing into himself, and the warmth in his face went past anything embarrassment had given it.

The clench held for a long bright second and let go in pulses I felt down my thighs.

I came back to him. He was still inside me. His hand had not left my belly. His eyes were wet at the corners.

"Good," I said. The word came out lower than I had meant. "Now."

He let go in two more strokes. He pulled out at the last moment and spilled across both my breasts in thick warm pulses that splashed at the line of my collarbone and ran in heavy stripes down the slope of each. The sound he made above me was pure gratitude, past anything like a moan. He stayed kneeling between my thighs for a long minute, palm flat across my sternum, breath shaking.

He retreated.

I had not known I had this generosity in me. I had it.

After that, the hour stopped having clean edges.

Men changed places by the touch of my hand, by the lift of my chin, by the space I opened or closed with my knees. The compact one took me at the sofa for a breathless minute and emptied across the curve of my ass when I lifted; the quiet sixth cycled in behind him, eyes on the floor until the moment he was inside me, when he finally lifted them and held mine through a shuddering release at my back. The runner cycled through again with the youngest at the same time - one in my mouth, one bent over the ottoman's edge - and they came within seconds of each other, the runner inside me and the youngest at the corner of my eye where his palm had cupped my jaw. The broad one took me up against the back of the sofa with both my legs wrapped at his hips and spilled inside me again with a long slow groan. The pale one came back twice and let go across my back the second time, kneeling over me at the ottoman. By minute fifty I had stopped trying to count the finishes; the number was past ten.

By minute forty there were three at me at once.

One had me bent forward over the ottoman's curve. One I worked with my left hand. One was at my mouth, both palms on my shoulders, hips not pushing past the depth my mouth had room for. The compact one was watching from the sofa with his hand at his own length, face open and unguarded in a way it had not been at the door.

I lifted my hand.

He came forward. The cock at my mouth withdrew. He stepped close and spilled across my chest and upturned face in two quick pulses, the smaller body of him jerking with each release, a strained sound at the back of his throat that was almost a laugh.

The hour ran.

I was coated.

I would not have been able to identify, past the thirty-minute mark, whose release was on what part of me. Wet at the corner of my left eye, along my jaw, across the upper slope of both breasts, pooled at my collarbone, running heavy out of me down both inner thighs, along the cleft of my ass, into my hair where the broad-shouldered one had pulled out late and caught me across the temple. Warm bodies, salt, the dry leather of the sofa under the heat.

My own orgasms came up at the margins.

After the youngest's second turn they came smaller - a clench around the broad-shouldered one's third stroke when he came back the second time, riding off the slick chaos of the runner's overflow; a low warm gather under the compact one's steady pace that did not crest because the next release landed on me first. Each time pleasure started to climb, my eyes went to their faces: the runner finally looking, the youngest no longer hiding, the compact one almost laughing as he came undone.

The senior called time at sixty.

Three syllables across the polished concrete, and the floor man at the lead lifted his free hand and the men retreated. The two who had been mid-stroke pulled away with the obedience of men who had been told what the wing would do if they didn't.

They assembled in a loose half-circle at six paces.

Several were still hard. All flushed deep at the chest and collarbone, stunned and bright from the last hour. The youngest stood at the broad one's left elbow and was no longer hiding his face. His hands had stopped shaking.

"Thank you," he said. The single word was rough. He could not get the second out. The broad-shouldered one beside him gave the slightest nudge.

"Thank you," the broad one said. Steadier than when he had come in.

Gone was the startled voice he had walked in with; this was a man's nod, a man's address, offered across the polished concrete by a body that had been treated with care for the first time in a long count.

The runner could not look at me. He looked at the concrete a foot to the left of my hip. His mouth made the half-broken smile, and he gave a low nod, and that was as much as he could give.

The escort's hand lifted at the lead and they fell into single file. At the far end the corridor door opened. They went through it at a different walk than they had come in - the after-walk of a body that had been allowed something it did not know it had been waiting on. The broad one was last through. He looked back at me at the threshold.

The door closed on them.

I sat on the ottoman.

The hum came back to its standard pitch as if a hand had lifted off a dial. The day-one blonde across the hall turned a page. The curl-haired girl picked up her cup. The senior wrote a line and dotted it. Two floor men crossed at the sofa with their cleaning trolley and began the wipe-down.

Briggs came up at my shoulder with the white robe.

He held the cotton up by the shoulders and I lifted to my feet. He brought it around my back without touching me anywhere I had been finished on, the practiced economy of a man who had robed me at the partition's threshold before, and tied the sash over the wet at my belly. He picked the grey skirt off the sofa's arm and folded it into the crook of his elbow, walked me toward the showers, and hung the skirt on the nearest hook at the bay entrance.

The curl-haired girl was already on her feet, ahead of us at the corridor door to the shower bay. The day-one blonde stood from her sofa with two paper cups from the cooler at the wall and crossed in step with us. She handed one to the curl-haired girl, the second to me at the threshold.

"Thanks," I said. My mouth made the shape of the word; the breath behind it was thin. Her eyebrow lifted at the corner and went down again. She crossed back to her sofa with her paperback already opening.

The curl-haired girl took my cup at the inner door and set it on the shelf to free my hand. She had already turned the water on at the nearest stall. She helped me out of the robe, stepped out of her own skirt, took my elbow and walked me under the spray.

The water was warm.

It hit my shoulders and ran down my front and back at the same warm pace; the dried wet across my chest softened, and the heavy slick at my belly and the inside of both thighs ran clear down the drain in long pale lines. She lifted my hair off my shoulders. She poured shampoo into her palm and worked the lather down through every inch, slow and methodical, thumbs at my temples in steady circles, fingertips at the nape of my neck, palms cupping the base of my skull. She did not ask. She did not speak.

I let my forehead come forward against the tile.

She rinsed my hair, turned me by the elbow under the spray and rinsed the long warm front of me - the slope of both breasts, the wet line of my belly, the inside of both thighs, the cleft of my ass. She rinsed me clean.

The drain clouded, cleared, and kept taking the water.

She did not laugh. I did not laugh. The wash did not need it today; it wanted the warmth and the silence and the clean shape of being attended to without asking. She turned the spray off when the water at the drain ran finally clear, wrapped me in a towel and herself in another, walked me to the changing bench.

She brought my cup down from the shelf and set it on the bench beside hers.

I drank.

She sat next to me and drank her own. The bay was quiet, the wing's mid-day rotation already underway somewhere past the corridor door, her shoulder not quite touching mine but the heat of it carrying across the half-inch of air between us. After a long minute she leaned briefly against me. She did not leave it there.

She passed me my skirt off the hook. She stepped into hers. She walked me out to the threshold.

Briggs waited a few paces down the corridor, clipboard against his hip.

Her eyelids dipped and held the slower version of the blink, and she stepped aside.

I slept two hours.

I had wanted lunch and crossed to the serving window and decided at the counter that what I wanted was the cot. I took a roll and the cup of water and crossed back. I ate on my cot with my legs crossed under me, drank the water, stripped off the skirt and folded it onto the shelf, and lay down on my side in the body the curl-haired girl had handed back to me, clean and quiet.

The hour had emptied out of me without leaving a residue at the chest. The residue at the body - warm fullness still running into the cot's thin liner, soreness at my jaw, the bruise the runner's nip had set at my collarbone - was the body's quiet exhaust.

I slept.

When I woke the lights had warmed an inch toward amber. My ass was tender. The runner's nip had risen into a dark mark at my collarbone. The youngest's palm had left no mark anywhere on me at all.

I pulled the skirt off the shelf and stepped into it, and crossed to the serving window for a second cup of coffee.

Novak came through the corridor at half-past four.

I had taken the coffee to a sofa near the post. The curl-haired girl was at her usual table with a fresh paperback. The day-one blonde was further along. The wing was quiet in the late-afternoon register.

Novak came out of the east-wall corridor door at the working walk of a guard on shift. He did not cross. He did not break stride. His face did the same flat blue read of his rotation - a guard's even register, no second of weight to it - and his eye reached me across the line of his shoulder and slid off at the next quarter-pace. He kept walking to the post, signed the senior's clipboard, turned and went down the cell row to key a door on the far side.

I drank the coffee.

The eye on me had registered the mark at my collarbone and nothing else. The hall kept its pitch. The curl-haired girl had not lifted her head from her paperback.

Whatever I had once expected his face to mean had gone thin by now. The look today did not mean anything. The fact stayed.

I lifted the cup.

Evening came on amber.

I crossed back to the cell at six and the senior stopped at my door. Reception in two days. He gave me the nod at the bars and crossed on.

I lay on my cot in the skirt and watched the high fluorescent fade.

Eighteen days remained after tonight.

The number lived on the senior's clipboard. It did not live in my chest. What stayed in me was three faces: the freckled one's color coming up under my hand at his wrist, the broad one's nod across the hall floor at the threshold, the runner's broken half-smile.

I let the light warm down through the bars. By now the wing had folded the hour back into its routine.

I closed my eyes.

I slept.


⚜




Chapter 5: Routine

⚜

The specialist came at seven.

I sat up to the sound of his boots in the corridor and had my feet on the concrete before his second tread had landed. The fluorescents had clicked to daylight an hour ago. Across the ring, Megan's mattress still sat rolled at the foot of the empty cot. My ass was deep-tender from the week's work, quieter than it had been after Tuilagi. The bruises across my hips had moved another shade overnight, the centers fading toward yellow, the edges gone green-yellow. The runner's nip had risen into a darker purple at my collarbone.

At some point in the night I had stripped the skirt off and folded it onto the shelf; I did not remember doing it. I drew the wool up across my lap as he crossed the threshold but did not reach for the cotton.

He carried the roll-up kit on his forearm - the leather case, the white-towel cloth, the green-glass bottle of clear oil - and set it on the cot the way he had set it down four times before. His face was the same calm face. He had not changed it in any room in this wing in three weeks.

"Morning, Navarro."

"Morning."

"Plug today. Senior briefed you."

"He didn't."

The specialist gave me the half-tilt of his head that meant he had expected as much. He drew back the cloth on the kit's top fold. Beside the oil and the prep wipes sat a single plug on a folded square of white linen, and the size of it stopped my breath for a beat.

It was larger than the bukkake reception plug. It was larger than the anal-train plug. The flared base was the broad coin shape of all the wing's training plugs, but the bulb behind it had a weight that pressed the linen flat to the cot's wool. The neck below the bulb was wider than my thumb's first knuckle. The bulb itself was the long heavy egg of a thing made for what three weeks of training had produced.

"Sized off Tuilagi's clearance," he said. "All-day wear. Senior wants it in before you eat."

My stomach lifted once, quick and low. Recognition, not fear. The wing had put a shape in front of me and my body had already begun making room for it.

He spread the white cloth at the foot of the cot.

"On your stomach. Hips up."

I lay down on the wool. I drew one knee up under me and pushed the folded blanket beneath until my hips were lifted to the angle he wanted. My hands found the headboard's frame without gripping it. The cool wing air drew across the rise of my ass where the wool had pushed back to the bend of my knee.

He oiled his fingers first. Two of them worked into me with the unhurried care that did not need to ask whether I was ready. I was ready; I had been ready since the moment the white linen had come into the cell. The fingers turned, opened, withdrew. He set the plug at me at the rim.

The bulb pressed at me as a measure. It pressed the way no small thing would; the width had to be earned in steady increments, and he gave them to me at the pace a body required. The first inch spread me to a wide bright ache I felt low in my back. The second pressed past the widest part - a long held breath at the rim, an audible small sound at the back of my throat - and the bulb seated past it. The flared base settled snug against my cleft with a small sealed pop.

I felt the fullness in a register I had not held before. Heavier than the reception plug. Wider through. The neck holding it in pressed at my rim from inside, the bulb sat low and deep, and the base - the flat coin of it - closed the seal in a way I felt at my lower belly when I drew breath.

His palm pressed once at the base to check. It did not move.

"All-day. Eat the protein. Senior at the post."

He gathered his kit and went.

The skirt took some getting into.

The bulb shifted at the rim with each fold of my hips. Standing turned out to be a fact of the body - knees apart by a quarter inch, weight set at the balls of my feet, the seated weight pulling low at my hips. I crossed to the basin and washed at the cool tap. The polished metal mirror gave me the same face as yesterday, only a little more used and a little less surprised. I squared my shoulders at the bars.

The wing was up. The serving window had opened. Two cells along, the curl-haired girl was finishing at her own basin, dark curls bunched at her shoulder, her grey skirt set at her hips. She caught me crossing in her own mirror and lifted her chin a quarter-inch without turning. I returned it.

A floor man at the post keyed my door from the desk.

I made the serving window in a careful walk I had practiced inside the cell for thirty seconds before crossing the threshold. The plug stayed exactly where it had been seated. The seam of my thighs had begun a slow slick that the skirt's dark fabric absorbed.

The senior was already at the post with his coffee.

He crossed to my table before I had finished pouring my own, mug in hand, no clipboard. The chair across from me was the chair Megan had used. He took it without looking at the empty side.

"Navarro."

"Sir."

"In?"

"In."

His eyes did the read of my face for any reaction the plug's seat might be showing through. There was none - none I had not buried - and he nodded once.

"Reception tomorrow night. You'll have heard."

"Yes."

"Requester list closed at three this morning."

I set the coffee down.

He turned half his face toward me. The list was not on the clipboard today. He carried it in his head, the way he carried the names of bodies he had been managing for years.

"Wool jacket. You'll remember."

A pause for the beat my body took to place him - the older man with the long study at the bukkake reception, the one who had taken his time at the rope and dabbed his mouth with a folded handkerchief between turns. The wool of his coat had been a dense charcoal weave. He had not raised his voice once.

"Wool jacket."

"He's been a standing requester at the wing for ten years. Has a chair at the funding board. He's written you in by name."

"And the second."

"Navy waistcoat. The throat-asker. He came back through the floor in two of the early bukkake sessions and signed his second check the morning after. He's named you for the centerpiece."

The throat-asker. The hand at my jaw, the slow careful push past my teeth, the polite request through a voice that had stayed level. My body lifted the name without my supervision.

"That's two."

"Third one's new. Came up through a board introduction last week - no face yet on him for you." His mug went to the metal. "You won't know him at the door. He'll know you."

My nipples drew up hard at the line. The skirt's hem rode high at the front of my thighs. The seated weight shifted at the base as I leaned forward; the reseating ran up to my lower belly and the dark fabric absorbed it.

"Plug stays in all day. Two prep encounters this morning over the sofas. After that, ordinary roster - anyone on shift can call you." He looked at me levelly across the metal. "Specialist pulls at six. New plug fits at seven sharp tomorrow. Largest you will have worn."

He drained the mug.

"Eat the protein."

He went.

The first encounter came at half-past nine.

I had been on a sofa near the post with the paperback open over my knee and a second mug, both legs giving the seated weight a little room. A floor man stepped in from the east-wall corridor, two hours into his shift by the unhurried set of his shoulders. He had a clipboard in one hand and a coffee in the other; he set both down on the side table by the sofa, looked at me, and gestured at the cushion with two fingers.

I closed the paperback over my finger and got to my feet.

He turned me by the shoulder and bent me over the sofa back. My hands settled on the leather. The cushion's seam pressed at my hipbones; the cool hide met the bare slopes of my breasts when I leaned forward. He drew the hem of my skirt up onto my lower back in a single practiced motion that did not ask. His palm spread flat between my shoulder blades. His thumb came down to the flared base of the plug and gave it a brisk single press - the standing check, the seal confirmed - and his other hand worked his trousers open.

He pushed in.

The plug made every forward stroke arrive twice. He was an average length and he found his pace at three or four strokes in, but the press forward worked his cock against the wall of the plug at every thrust, and the wall worked back. The bulb in my ass held its position. His thrusts shifted it by fractions - the rim's stretch tightening minutely with each forward press, loosening on the withdrawal - and a layered pressure set up inside me that I felt through both holes at once. The leather under my chest warmed where my breath ran on it. My nipples drew up tight against the hide.

He worked at me for under five minutes. Somewhere through the third minute a small bright clench gathered at my cunt around him and broke - a quiet involuntary clamp that ran up my spine in a low ripple and softened before it could climb past my belly. It surfaced and was gone. He didn't change his pace; I doubt he registered it. Climbs were one of the wing's ambient outputs by now, signal in the general signal.

He came inside me with a low controlled exhale and pulled out smoothly. His thumb returned to the plug - one more press to confirm the seal had not shifted under his work - and he gathered his trousers and his clipboard and his coffee and crossed back to the post.

The cum eased out of me down both inner thighs.

I straightened. The plug's weight settled. I crossed to the cooler at the wall, drew a paper cup of water, and drank it standing.

The curl-haired girl was at her east-wall table.

She had a fresh paperback open beside her tea. She had not turned her head while the floor man was at me. She lifted her eye now without raising her face from the page, met mine for the briefest count, and went back to her line. Across the hall the day-one blonde gave me the steady eyebrow on her way back from the toaster.

I sat back down on the sofa. The slick descended. The plug's base met the leather; the small reseating ran up through me. I picked the paperback back up.

The keyed-forward hum that should have been the day's heat was instead the front-and-back pressure of the plug - a background music I felt through every shift of weight. I read three pages without registering them.

The second encounter came an hour later.

A different floor man, this one out of the corridor with the senior at his back the whole way. They were talking about the supply delivery for the kitchen. The floor man broke off at my sofa and gestured with his head. The senior gave me the small flat nod and walked on toward the post.

I stood. He took me at the sofa's arm rather than the back - a different angle, my hipbone pressed against the rolled leather, my shoulder dropped lower than it had been an hour ago, one of my breasts hanging into the cushion's deep crease. His grip was tighter than the first man's, a flat-palmed lock between my shoulder blades that did not move once he had it set. He fucked me at a faster count, four strokes shorter, the rhythm choppier. The seated weight behind me rocked at every entry. The sofa frame creaked once under his hand.

He finished inside me four minutes in. He pulled out, ran his thumb across the seal a second time, did up his trousers, and crossed back across the hall with the senior already lifting a hand for him.

The slick had pooled at the arm where my hipbone had pressed. I straightened.

This one's pace had been sharper, harder at the seal, and the climb that gathered toward the end did crest - small, brief, a low pulse around him that came and went in the last forty seconds without reaching anything like a peak. It surprised me on the way out more than on the way through. My body had begun producing them at the rate the wing produced any other working output.

The day-one blonde turned a page on her sofa. The curl-haired girl turned hers. Two cells down a lock snapped open and snapped back; voices murmured at a register I did not turn my head to catch.

I had tea at noon.

I had picked up the cup at the serving window on my way back to the sofa, sat down with it, opened the paperback to where my finger had been keeping the page since breakfast. The cell row behind me ran its quiet mid-shift hum - a low exchange at the post, the small clean clink of a spoon at the curl-haired girl's table. The leather under me had warmed where the second floor man's work had finished. The plug had not moved.

Novak came in from the east-wall corridor in the standing pace of a man halfway through his rotation.

I had time to see him only as he was already crossing - five paces, then four, then three - and he was straight for me before I had registered what straight for me was going to mean. His pace did not turn for the post. The clipboard was not in his hand. His face was the flat blue of a man on shift.

The proprietary pace was gone from him, and so was the careful neutrality of the past nine days. He came across the polished concrete at his standing-guard pace and arrived at my sofa with one word.

"Up."

I set the tea down on the side table.

I stood.

He moved me into position with the economy of a man at his fourth door of the hour - a hand at the back of my neck, the slightest pressure forward.

I went over the sofa. My ribs met the leather where two earlier encounters had already pressed it shiny. His other hand caught the skirt's hem and lifted it without ceremony, baring me to the lower back. His knuckles brushed briefly between my thighs - checking the slick, finding it ready - and his thumb tested the coin once at the base of the plug and moved on.

That was all.

No twist. No second held there as a grip. No play with the coin the way he had taken his finishes off it a lifetime ago. The thumb pressed, confirmed the seat, and was gone.

He worked his trousers open at the zip.

He lined himself up.

He pushed in.

His average length found the wall of the plug at the second stroke.

The same layered pressure took its place inside me - the press forward in my wet rebounding through the seated weight behind it, the bulb shifting by small degrees in my ass, the seal at the rim drawing a fraction tighter at each entry. His pace settled at an unhurried rhythm. His hand stayed where it had been between my shoulder blades. His other took my hip in a flat practical grip and held me at the angle he had chosen.

The leather was cool under the front of me. The plug was heavy at its low seat. His breath above the back of my neck came in slow even pulls that did not change.

He did not say my name.

He did not say Navarro.

He did not say anything.

He worked at me at the same unvarying count. Behind me, the post noise carried on indifferent - a clipboard turning, a guard's boot on the concrete, a key in a lock further down the row. The curl-haired girl two tables down had not looked up from her page.

Somewhere through the second minute my body started waiting - not for him, but for the thing he had always done. The twist of the thumb at the coin. The small play with the seal under his palm. The second of held grip that would have said I have you. The wait sat lower than thought and made the muscles of my lower back hold themselves a half-degree tighter at every forward press, as if my body had set its sensors at a particular line and was reading for him to cross it.

He did not cross it.

He fucked me at the pace and the depth and the working count of any guard on any shift. His thumb stayed where his other hand was, at my hip. The coin at my ass did its small reseating with each of his strokes and was the wing's gear and nothing more. The body's anticipation softened a degree, then another, and then it stopped looking for what was not there and began simply feeling what was.

The plug was heavy. He was steady. The rebounding pressure ran from my low belly to my hips in a slow wide band. My nipples scraped against the leather at every press forward. The slick descended at the inside of my thighs and the cum from earlier had warmed back to body temperature under his work and was working out of me again at the seal.

The small bright clench surfaced in the third minute, the way it had surfaced at the end of the first man's work and at the close of the second's - a tight low clamp that gathered without permission and ran up the line of my spine in a small involuntary ripple. It traveled at his cock and at the plug's bulb together. His pace did not adjust to it. He fucked me through it and past it, and the ripple did not crest, but it lasted longer than the first man's had - a long flat pulse that held under his fourth and fifth strokes after it started before it eased.

His finish came a minute later.

He pulled out at the last second.

The two thick stripes landed at the small of my back in the place his old habit had been laying them. He held himself there for a beat longer than the seal-press had taken. Then he tucked himself away and did up the zip and stood a moment, looking at the back of my head over the sofa.

He turned.

He walked to the post.

The hall did not change pitch.

I straightened from the sofa back and the wet ran. I felt it at my back where his finish was setting in two warm parallel lines. I felt it at my inner thighs where the morning's two loads were tracing their slow descents. The plug sat where it had been seated at seven. My skirt slid back down to my thighs in one easy fall.

I sat down.

The tea had not cooled past drinkable. I lifted it. The cup was warm at my palms. I drank a swallow. I set it down. The paperback was still open across the cushion beside me. I closed it on my finger and laid it on my knee.

Across the hall the curl-haired girl was still bent over her own paperback. Her tea was at its level in the chipped cup. The senior at the post drew a line and turned a page. A floor man came past with a folded clipboard for his signature; the senior signed, the floor man went.

At noon, he had belonged to the roster.

I waited a long minute. Then I gathered the tea and the paperback and went down to the showers, set both on the changing bench.

The bay was quiet.

A floor woman ran a mop at the far end. I unhooked a clean towel from the rack and stepped behind the half-wall to undress. I left the skirt on its hook. I left the towel on the bench by the door. I stepped under the spray at the nearest stall.

The water came warm at my shoulders.

I washed the back of me first - the two parallel lines of his finish across my lower back, the heavier wet down both inner thighs. The water ran milky for a stretch and ran clean. I tilted my face up into the spray. I closed my eyes against the warmth. I let the front of me run.

The plug stayed in. I had not been told to pull it. The specialist would be at six.

I did not laugh.

I had laughed against the tile after the partition because something at the bottom of my chest had needed to come out and the only register the body had had was a single helpless sound. I had not laughed after Sione because the depth of what he had left in me had been below where laughter lived. There was no comparable place inside me to clear today. Same stall, same chain, same drain taking the pale run-off in slow turns before it cleared.

I stepped out.

I dried at the bench. The plug shifted with the small leans of toweling and stayed. I pulled the skirt back over my hips.

I crossed back to the central hall.

Novak was at the post.

He was signing off the morning roster. The senior had pushed the clipboard half an inch toward him without lifting his head; Novak had the pen down and the signature half made by the time my path crossed the hall's central seam. His head was bent. His eye lifted at my movement in his peripheral and held me for a count of one step. The blue read me down the length of me - the wet of my hair, the clean line of the skirt, the standing shape of my body in his line of sight - and slid off at the second step. He returned to the clipboard. He finished the signature. He went.

His glance had touched and passed.

I filed it.

I crossed to my cell.

The afternoon went at its own pace.

I lay on the cot with the paperback open over my belly. I read a chapter. The plug stayed. I drank water. I went back to the sofa near the post for an hour and watched the cleaning trolley pass twice. A floor man at the far end took the curl-haired girl over her east-wall table at four quiet minutes; she set her tea aside before he started and picked it up after he had walked back. Her dark curls dipped briefly under his hand and dipped again on the return. She did not look across at me.

At a quarter past five the senior came past my cell and stopped at the bars.

"Specialist's at six."

"Yes."

"Eat first. Five-thirty. Real plate."

"Yes."

His pen was already at his next line by the time he crossed on.

At five-thirty an orderly brought a real plate to the cell bars - meat, potatoes, a slice of bread. I ate it sitting on the cot with the seated weight pressing low.

The specialist came at six.

He carried the kit the way he had carried it at seven. The plug came out at the cot in a steady careful withdrawal that gave my body back its empty in three slow stations - the bulb's broadest part dragging at the rim as it cleared, the rim itself drawing audibly behind it, the empty after it long and bright. He wiped the plug at the cloth and set it aside. From the second fold of the kit he drew another plug on its own cloth and set it down on the rail beside the cot.

The second plug was larger.

Not by a margin a body could miss. The bulb was wider through. The neck was thicker. The base was the same standard coin shape. He did not press it on me; he set it on the rail where I could see it, and the wing's intention sat in plain shape.

"Tomorrow," he said. "Seven sharp. Eat the breakfast the senior tells you to eat."

I nodded.

He drew a folded slip of paper from the kit's inside pocket and set it on the cot's rail next to the linen. The senior's small even handwriting was visible at the fold. He gathered his kit and left.

I picked the note up.

7 a.m. fitting. Eat a real breakfast.

I set it back on the rail beside the linen.

The cot took me back.

I pulled the skirt off my hips and set it on the shelf. I lay on my side under the wool. The high fluorescent had warmed into evening amber. The wet of the day had been rinsed. The deep wide pulse the plug had set across the lower half of me had eased into a slow low ache at the rim. My breath came at the slow pull of a body that had been used three times at a steady working pace and walked between each use and the next without anyone making any of it more or less than what it had been.

Tomorrow night the donor reception would have me. Darius was on the list - I had been told that the first morning. The plug had been sized off Tuilagi two days ago, and the wing did not build that kind of gear for an empty room. The shape of the centerpiece had not been told to me. It did not need to be.

The wing built the body the wing was going to put on the platform.

What had happened at noon stayed where it had landed. I did not turn it over.

The larger plug waited on its square of linen beside the cot. The folded note lay next to it. Tomorrow would come at seven.

Seventeen days.

I closed my eyes, and the amber fell through the bars.


⚜




Chapter 6: The reception

⚜

The specialist came at seven sharp.

I had been awake an hour, washed at the cold tap, sitting on the cot's edge with my hands flat on my thighs and the larger plug visible on the rail beside me on its square of linen. The fluorescents had clicked to daylight white an hour ago.

He set the kit on the cot. The new plug lifted from the rail and laid into the kit's center channel.

"Same as yesterday. Down."

I went onto my stomach without being told the rest. The folded blanket worked beneath my hips until the rise was at the angle he wanted. The cool air found the curve of my ass.

He oiled two fingers and worked them into me. Patient. Unhurried. He set the plug at my rim.

The press of the bulb arrived as a width I had to choose to take. The first inch went in steady. The second was the broadest part - my breath went out in a long uneven pull, my fingers tightened against the headboard, and the spread went past anything the wing's previous gear had measured. He paused. He pressed through.

The bulb seated. The flared base settled snug.

The fullness went up through me to a place I felt under my breath. The neck held it in at a register I had no comparison for; the seal pressed back at me from inside.

His palm checked the base. The base held.

"All day. It stays in until the room. Eat the breakfast."

He went.

I sat up by stages and stepped into the skirt. The waistband settled above the soft tender band the plug pressed at from the inside, and the dark fabric started absorbing the slick before I had reached the bars. A guard at the post keyed my door from the desk; I walked through it in the careful gait yesterday's plug had taught me, only deeper this morning. The serving window was already open.

The curl-haired girl was at her east-wall table with a fresh paperback. Her chin lifted barely without raising her face. I returned it.

The senior crossed to my table with his black coffee at seven-thirty.

"Navarro."

"Sir."

"In?"

"In."

He nodded. His eyes moved over the bread, the yogurt, my face. He nudged the yogurt toward my hand.

"Eat that. The protein."

I broke the roll.

"Briggs at six," he said. "Your end. White robe at the cell door."

I nodded.

He held his cup a moment longer than the briefing wanted him to.

"One more thing."

"Sir."

"Funding-cycle close tonight. Board votes with what they see." He set the mug down. "Knox and Tuilagi are the gamble. Tuilagi cleared medical three days ago. The board has heard about him. Tonight they see him." A pause. "They see him at you."

I lifted the coffee.

The information sat low in me, lower than the bread, lower than the seated weight. It did not register as pressure. It registered as the back of my hips going warm in a small continuous low band.

"On your legs," he said. He went.

The morning ran ordinary at the wing's pitch.

The plug stayed seated. The slick descended at the seam of my thighs and the skirt absorbed it. The bruises across both hipbones had moved another shade - yellow-green at the edges, the centers fading; the runner's nip on my collarbone had darkened to a low purple. I took my usual sofa near the post with the paperback open across my knee.

A guard took the day-one blonde across her sofa at half-past nine for the standard four-minute work. She lifted her eyebrow at me across the hall; my mouth tilted in confirmation; he finished, crossed back. The wing went on at its level.

I did not see Darius. I did not see Sione. The wing was keeping the gear in its drawers until the room called for it.

Briggs came through at six on the dial.

The white robe was across his forearm in the carry he had used at every threshold this week. The skirt came off; he folded it under his arm; the robe came up at my shoulders; the sash tied at my waist.

"On me."

We took the first branch past the demonstration corridor and kept going. We took the second past the strip-search bay. We took a third door I had not been through. The corridor changed under my feet - polished concrete giving way to a smoother poured-resin surface - and the lights softened by a quarter overhead. The air carried a low warm note of food eaten earlier and drink being served now, and somewhere on the far side of one of the doors I could hear, very faintly, music at a level that meant a room had been set for civilians.

Briggs keyed the last door. He took the robe off my shoulders and stepped half a pace aside.

I walked in.

The reception room was bigger than the demonstration bay and warmer than the partition room and arranged in a register I had not seen any other room of the wing in.

Low warm lighting hung in clusters that pooled the room in soft gold ovals. The bar against the far wall ran the length of three sofas - dark polished wood, a glass shelf behind it lit by an under-glow, a tender in white shirt and black apron working at glasses with a folded towel. Low music sat behind the conversation, close to jazz without quite being jazz. Leather seating ran the perimeter in clusters of three and four. A wide upholstered ottoman covered in dark green velvet sat on a raised platform six inches off the resin floor at the room's center, the velvet's nap matte under the warm lights.

Forty-some men in suits and open-collared dress shirts stood at the bar or sat at the perimeter clusters with drinks in hand and conversation at the pitch a board dinner kept its talk at. The day-one blonde was not among the prisoners working the room.

The curl-haired girl was on a cluster on the left, naked except for her plug, a glass of water at the elbow of the fortyish guest in a charcoal suit beside her - his hand already at his belt. Her eyes met mine across the gold pools, the smallest acknowledgement she could manage without lifting her head. She went back to the man.

A tall brown-haired prisoner I knew only by face was on the ottoman platform with two men. One had her bent at the waist and was finishing inside her; the second waited his turn, drink in hand.

The senior was at the perimeter beside a side door I had not noticed at first glance. He gave me the nod.

Two women in dark trouser suits stood at a side table with clipboards. One marked names against a master sheet without looking down.

I crossed the room on my own legs.

The wool-jacket man was at the bar.

He was the older man from the bukkake reception - long study, slow pace down the rope, the white square of handkerchief working between turns. Same charcoal weave. The handkerchief in the same pocket of the same coat.

He set his glass down. He did not lift his voice; his voice had not been a thing he lifted. He gave me a small nod toward the polished wood in front of him and reached to undo his belt without making the gesture an event for the room.

The bartender did not look up.

I bent forward over the bar. The wood was cool and smooth at my chest. The plug's seat shifted at the angle. The wool-jacket man's hand braced flat between my shoulder blades; his thumb pressed once at the base of the plug to confirm the seal; he lined himself up at my slick and pushed in.

He fucked me at a methodical unhurried pace, hands at my hips at the flat practical grip the wing's floor men used. The press at my pussy worked against the bulb seated behind it; the layered pressure came up through my belly in the steady drum I had been carrying since seven. He came in three deep throbs at the depth he had chosen, eased out, drew the handkerchief from his coat pocket, and dabbed once at the corner of his mouth.

He picked his drink up and went back to the man he had been talking to before I had come up. The bartender wiped a glass. I straightened. The cum eased out of me down both inner thighs.

The dark-beard guest was at a sofa cluster three steps along.

I had registered him at the door - the dense black beard, the open collar, the warm broad smile that did not match any face I had seen at the bukkake. The third requester from the senior's list: board introduction, no count on him for me until now. He had three colleagues with him in the same suit-and-collar register.

He stood as I came up. He took my hand at the wrist - the first courteous touch in the room - and walked me the half-step to the cluster. He set me at the cushion's edge. He gave the seated men a small nod and stepped back.

The silver-haired one took my mouth first. He was already hard, already at the level of my face by the time I had turned. The navy of his waistcoat showed under the open jacket - the throat-asker from the bukkake, named in the senior's briefing yesterday - and his hand at my jaw moved with the same level care it had had then. He worked at me at a brisk shallow count and finished across my upper chest in three thick fast pulses, swallowing the sound at the back of his throat, and reached for his glass without breaking eye contact with the man across from him about something to do with the second quarter.

The red-tie one came forward next, hand under my chin. He lifted me up slightly, found his angle, and emptied across my tongue and chin a minute later. He was already in conversation with the youngest of them before he had finished tucking himself away.

The youngest stepped close at my shoulder - a man in his early thirties, a thin sheen of sweat at his temples - and his cock met the side of my breast where the silver-haired man's finish was still warm. He took himself in his own hand and worked four quick strokes and came on me again, the second load layering across the first across my collarbone, his exhale audible above me, a quick embarrassed nod he gave nobody as he stepped back.

The dark-beard guest moved in last. He bent me over the sofa arm. The rolled leather warmed under my hipbones. My breasts pressed to the back cushion. His broad palm settled at my lower back to anchor; his slick cock pressed at my cunt and pushed in. He fucked me at a steady working pace. The seated weight took every press and pressed back. He finished inside me in three minutes - his load layering at the same depth as the wool-jacket man's earlier - and eased out.

"You look well, Navarro."

He stepped back, dabbed at himself with the napkin from the side table, lifted his glass, and went on with the conversation he had been holding.

I straightened.

The cum from my mouth and the cum across my chest and the cum running heavy out of me were all on me at the same time and there was no part of the room that was about to clean any of it. The plug had not shifted. The senior at the perimeter caught my eye across the gold light. He turned a quarter-step toward the side door.

The lights dimmed by a fraction.

The room slowed - quietly, by degrees. The lighting dropped maybe a tenth. The music settled a half-step lower. Conversation went from board-dinner pitch to a softer measured pitch within five seconds without anyone announcing the change. The bartender folded his towel on the polished wood and was no longer wiping glasses. The two women in trouser suits at the side table set their clipboards down.

The side door opened.

The first escort came through it. He had the keys in his hand. The man behind him was Darius. He was in grey work-detail cotton - shirt straight, trousers belted, corded forearms loose at his sides - and he came across the room the way he came across the central hall, at his own slow patient count. Heads shifted before most of them had fully turned; the room made space for him by instinct. He was already looking at me.

His eyes found me at the second pace.

He gave me the small private nod he had been giving me at corridor crossings - the unceremonious acknowledgement of two bodies that knew the count between them. I felt the answer at the base of my hips before I had thought about answering. My nipples drew up against the cool soft air of the gold-pooled room.

The second escort came through.

Sione came after him.

The room had been calibrated for guests in suits - eight-foot ceilings, soft music, wood-and-velvet. He filled it differently. The ceiling seemed lower with him under it; the perimeter recalibrated around him before the guests had finished turning their heads. He stepped through the side door at his slow Samoan count, the wider restraint kit at his wrists giving its heavier weight against the lighting, his close-cropped head bowed slightly to clear the lintel, the dense black band of the traditional ink at the cap of his right shoulder above the grey cotton.

His eyes came to mine.

He did not nod. His face did its careful read - the long even count of his looking - and held on me for the beat it always took. He had waited months in the queue. Medical had only released him three days ago. None of it had shown as hurry in him then. The look he gave me now was the look of a man who had arrived.

The senior had crossed to the ottoman. He cleared two empty glasses from the velvet and stepped back. The tall brown-haired prisoner had stepped down at the senior's first signal. The platform sat empty in the gold pool of two overhead clusters.

I crossed to it.

I had not been told what tonight's centerpiece was. I had not needed to be told.

Darius's escort released his cuffs at the platform's edge. Sione's escort worked the heavier restraint kit and lifted the steel off; he set a capped bottle of oil on the platform's lip before stepping back. Both men shed their work-detail cotton where they stood - Darius's shirt off the wide planes of his shoulders, the dark mass of his chest and the corded set of his belly bared into the gold; Sione's shirt up and off in one steady pull, the dense black bands of the Samoan ink running down his right shoulder and across the upper arm, his chest broader than I had been able to picture under the cotton, the deep-set abdominal lines held flat under the broad pectorals; the trousers off, folded, set.

The room had gone quieter. Drinks were held but not drunk. The women at the side table had their hands loose at their sides.

The senior came up at my shoulder. His voice did not lift.

"Cowgirl on Knox. Tuilagi at your back."

Darius lay back on the ottoman.

The dark green velvet took the long mass of him at its center, hips sitting at the platform's higher curve where the upholstery rose, his cock standing free against his belly, his shoulders settled wide on the velvet behind him. One arm came up loose at his side; the other rested across his belly with his palm open. He held my eye through the move. There was nothing waiting in his face - no urgency, no display - only the small unhurried readiness of a man who had been around me through three weeks of training and knew what the wing had built me to take.

I climbed onto the platform on my knees.

The velvet was matte under my shins. I straddled him; his thighs came warm and steady against the inside of mine. I took the base of his cock in my hand - wide at the fist, the familiar measure that had set the wing's top rung weeks ago - and lowered myself onto him.

The stretch arrived as it always arrived. Wide, slick, full. My pussy opened around the familiar reach of him - the size that had been the wing's top rung until Sione had walked into my cell three days ago - and the soft hot give of me took him in the steady descent he had taught me weeks ago. I went down in one slow even seat. My knees pressed wider into the velvet at his hips. My hands settled flat on his chest.

I breathed against him.

His chest rose. His chest fell. The room around us was silent now - not a glass moving, not a foot shifting. The forty-some guests and the two women at the side table and the senior at the perimeter and the bartender behind his polished wood and the curl-haired girl on her cluster had every eye on the platform.

Sione came up behind me on the platform.

I felt him kneel at my back at the moment the velvet dipped at the platform's rim under his weight. His thighs pressed warm against the outside of mine. His broad palm covered my lower back - the same open hand I had felt at the cot - and his other hand closed at the flared base of the plug.

He drew it out.

The broadest part of the bulb dragged at my rim on its way back through. The seat that had been there since seven gave its small pop on the way out. The empty after it was a long wide bare stretch I felt across my back for less than five seconds - and then he had the capped bottle uncapped at his palm, oiling himself in long even strokes in unhurried view of every man in the room, and his other hand was working oil across my ass at the rim. The guests watched without moving a glass.

He pressed against me.

The first inch was the brutal he had taken me with three days ago.

I had been ready for it as a measure; I was not, in the moment, ready for it as a fact. The width of him at the head went past the plug's bulb measurement at the rim by an honest fraction, and the spread arrived as a wide bright burn at the broadest part of him, my breath catching against the underside of Darius's chest, my hands closing on his pectorals where they had been set, his palm - Darius's palm - coming up to spread wide at my lower back beside Sione's. Two palms at me at the small of my back, one under, one over, holding me through it.

Sione pressed again. Another inch. He paused.

He buried himself in me by patient increments. The seat went deeper at every press. The widening at the rim eased into the steady accommodating give my body had learned - slower at this size, the burn high and persistent until each station had been sat in for its full count, and the body could take the next one. He moved only as far as my breath allowed. When I locked up, he held. When the air came back, he gave me another fraction.

By the third pause he was at a depth I had not, on the cot three days ago, taken him to in this short a time.

By the fifth, my own slick had come back up at the seal in a warm steady wet around his shaft.

He pressed once more. His hipbones met the curve of my ass. He bottomed out at my back with his palm sliding upward to settle wide between my shoulder blades.

Both of them. Fully seated. The wall of me between them pressed thin from both sides.

I came.

Friction hadn't built it. The body was answering occupation past every measure it had carried. The doubled stretch arrived as one continuous bright pressure I felt at my hips, at the low band across my belly, at the underside of my breasts pressed flat against Darius's chest, at the soft tender places at the back of my throat where my breath was running uneven. My pussy clamped down around Darius. My ass clamped down around Sione. The two clamps came in the same wave; my back arched once between the two palms holding me; my mouth opened on a sound that was not a word.

Darius's chest tightened beneath my hands.

Sione's breath above my shoulder shortened.

I lifted my forehead off Darius's chest.

He was looking at me.

The face above me had broken open. The careful read he had given me at every doorway since intake was gone; the considerate mask had dropped from his eyes and his mouth was a wide grin I had not seen him give anyone or anything in the time I had known him. It was the grin of a man surprised by something at the body of a woman he thought he had measured. His chest under my hands was warm at the centerline where the velvet's gold caught.

"Christ."

He shook his head once. The grin held.

It was, beyond any doubt, the only real grin I had ever seen on Darius.

Sione moved first.

He withdrew his length to the head in one long slow even pull and pressed himself back to the root, and the velvet dipped at the platform under his weight at each return. The cadence under it was the cadence of the man at my cot three days ago - the long measured even count of a body whose pace had been set by the size of him and the depth he was going to use. Darius's hips lifted under me on the second beat, finding the gap Sione had opened at his withdrawal, and the timing at my pussy fell into the timing at my ass at a half-count offset - one cock at depth where the other was drawing back, the doubled friction at the wall between them constant.

The second orgasm climbed inside a minute.

It came up under the friction this time, not under the seat - the rolling drag of two cocks at maximum reach in opposite phase pulling my body up through the climb at a pace I could not match to either of them - and broke at the count I had stopped tracking. My thighs locked at Darius's sides. My ass clamped at Sione. Both men groaned at the same instant - the low deep groan I had heard out of Darius before but had never heard him give in quite that register, and the lower quieter sound I had not heard out of Sione until now, a long low pull of air through his nose against the back of my neck.

He held the stroke at the root for one extra count.

He returned to his rhythm.

I shook through into the after-pulses and the rhythm carried me past them. Darius's hands had come back to my hips. His thumbs braced at the points of my hipbones, in the layered bruises men had been pressing into for weeks, and the warmth of his palms was a small low band underneath everything else. Sione's palm at my shoulder blade had not moved. His weight had not lifted. His pace held at the long deep measure of him.

The third climb began under a slow change at my back.

He held himself fully seated. He stopped withdrawing.

His palm slid from between my shoulder blades down the length of my spine to the small of my back. The weight of him came forward by a fraction. He began to grind - not the long stroke pattern but a small low patient grind at the bottom of every press, his hipbones rotating against the curve of my ass at a pace slower than the rhythm had been, his weight pressing me down against Darius. Darius's hips kept rolling up under me at his slower count, his cock seated deep, the small steady press of him meeting the broader steady press behind it.

The doubled grind hit a place inside me my body had not, in any encounter the wing had given me to that point, reached.

I felt it under the curve of my bladder. I felt it at the front wall of my cunt that Darius's length had been pressed against since I had sat down. I felt it at the deeper wall behind, where Sione's depth was crowding everything forward. The pressure went up past the upper bound of the climb I had been on a moment before, past the orgasm's plateau, into a high held vertical stretch I had never been at - the slow building of a wave my body had not produced before, gathering at a depth I had not been able to access, my chest rising under Darius's chin, my breath narrowing to a long thin pull.

It crested.

My pelvis released in a long bright rush.

The pulse came from somewhere lower than the orgasm, below friction and below clamp both - a deep low body-release I had not been carrying any vocabulary for, that hidden place opening before I knew it existed. A heavy flooding pulse went out of me - through the seal at the front where Darius was buried, around the base of his cock, in a translucent warm jet I felt at the inside of my thighs and saw at his belly where it hit.

I made a sound at his chest that was not anything I had made before.

A second pulse came. Another. The wave rolled up out of me in a long translucent rush across his chest and stomach, splashing hot against his skin, running down the seam of his belly and into the green velvet under us where the matte nap turned glossy in two long dark patches. The pool of it ran warm at the underside of my own thighs, at the platform's higher curve, at the cleft of my ass where Sione's weight held me forward against Darius.

I could not stop it.

I had no part of the mechanism. The body had decided. Pulse after pulse came up out of me in a register I did not know my body had, and the gasp out of me at the surprise of it was loud enough that I heard it carry through the soft music to the perimeter.

Darius looked down at his own chest.

He looked up at me.

The grin widened. It went past the grin a man made into something close to laughter - not the laugh, not yet, but the open soft astonished read of a man witnessing a body do something he had thought he had measured the whole capacity of. His hips kept moving under me; he had not lost his pace at any of it. His chest was slick under my hands now in the wash of what had just come out of me.

Sione's pace did not break.

His palm slid from my lower spine to the curve of my flank and held me forward against Darius. After the first rush, he eased the grind back into long strokes - deeper now, because my body had gone loose in his hands and the depth was wider open at the back. Darius's hand left my hip and slid up to cup my ribcage, taking my weight where my arms had gone unsteady on his chest. They went on through the squirt at their unvarying count.

The pulse slowed. The orgasm kept rolling.

A fourth came smaller, a fifth smaller again, a last long thin pulse around the seal that ran down rather than out - the body emptying what it had not known it was carrying. The orgasm held under it for a long stretch. Sione's hand braced at my hip. Darius's palm at my ribcage cradled me through it.

A man at the sofa nearest the platform set his drink down on the side table without looking down. One of the women in the trouser suits at the side table had leaned forward by half a step. Two of the men at the bar had stopped talking mid-sentence.

I went back to Darius's eyes.

He was still looking at me.

Darius finished first.

It came two minutes after the squirt - long enough that the wing's count had begun to forget the exact moment but the body had not - when his hips lifted under me one sharp involuntary press and his hands closed tighter at my hipbones than they had been. He went over a stroke later. Three heavy throbs ran through him at my deepest. Four. The wet of his finish flooded the place where my own had come from. He stayed seated through every pulse.

Sione held.

He had not lost his rhythm at Darius's finish. His pace had slowed for the count of Darius's throbs - my own grip on him had eased forward as Darius let go, and the slowing followed it - but he had not pulled back. He went on at his deep measure. I felt every stroke down the long line of my ass into the place his weight had opened.

He tipped over a minute later.

It came at the bottom of one of his presses. He buried himself at the root and held there, the small grind at the bottom going still, his palm wide at my lower back, his breath at my nape sharpening for the first time. Three slow heavy throbs went through him. The wet of his finish set itself in the deepest part of me. The shoulder above me did not move. The breath at my nape held the count of his release and let go.

He stayed seated.

We held there - three bodies fully seated, one orgasm still rolling, two finishes set deep - for a long minute the room held with us.

He eased out by stations.

The withdrawal was the patient careful reverse of the entry. The wet ran out of me behind him in a heavy slow descent at the cleft of my ass and down the inside of my left thigh, and onto the velvet. Darius's finish followed in parallel descent at the front. The squirt's wash was already dark on the velvet under us in a long irregular patch.

Darius's palms slid wide at my hips and eased me up. The lift came in two slow stages - his hands taking my weight as my thighs came forward off his sides, the long heavy drag of him coming out of me as I rose - and set me at my feet at the edge of the platform with the same considerate care he had used at the cot weeks ago.

I stood on the resin floor.

My legs took my weight. My ass was open. My cunt was wet to the knees. My chest was still striped with finishes from the sofa cluster, my belly streaked where I had been smeared back against the wash on Darius's chest. My breath came at the slow uneven pull of a body that had been emptied in a way it had not previously located.

Three men at the bar had turned in toward the senior, who had crossed from his perimeter post to take a small fold of business cards the lead of them was drawing from his inside pocket. The exchange was unhurried, professional. Another guest at the sofa nearest the platform sat watching me with the open want of a man revising his understanding of what the wing was making available.

Briggs was at my left.

He brought the robe up at the shoulders and around my back without touching me anywhere the squirt or the cum had landed. The cotton settled. The sash tied at my waist. The senior crossed back to me at the threshold with the small even step of a man finishing his evening's work.

He stopped at my shoulder.

"Flagship rotation after recovery." His voice was low. The room behind us was beginning to resume its pitch. "You'll see the list."

It was not a question.

I nodded.

He turned a quarter-step away and was already in conversation with one of the women in trouser suits before I had cleared the doorframe.

Darius had been getting dressed at the platform.

He pulled the work-detail trousers up over the long dark mass of his thighs and did up the belt at his standard hole. His shirt came over the head with the broad reach of his shoulders working the cotton. He looked at me across the room as I went out - the small private look I had been getting from him for weeks, the small nod, the unbroken thread between two bodies that had used each other at the wing's apex and were now stepping out of the room they had been the centerpiece of - and the look held for the count of two of my paces before he let it go.

Sione was dressing more slowly. The dense black ink at his right shoulder caught the gold of the lighting as the cotton came down across it. His eyes met mine once as I crossed the threshold. He did not nod. The held attention of him said what his face always said without speaking.

The two escorts stepped forward at the platform to take both men. Briggs walked me out at his measured pace.

The corridor took us. The reception's low music dropped to nothing in three steps. The poured resin gave way to the polished concrete. The lights overhead went from gold to white. The wing's standing pitch came up on the far side of the third door we passed through.

The wing closed around me again.

The curl-haired girl was at the shower bay.

She had been sent back ahead of us and had pulled her own grey skirt on. Briggs had radioed somewhere along the corridor - I had not registered the click of the unit at his belt - and a clean towel waited over her forearm. The nearest stall was already going, a warm hiss filling the tiled space.

Briggs hung my folded skirt on a hook by the door and stepped back into the corridor.

She stepped out of her own skirt and hung it on the next hook beside mine.

She walked me under the spray.

The water hit my shoulders steady and warm. Steam came up. The slick lifted off the inside of my thighs in pale curtains the drain took in slow heavy turns. She lifted my hair off my shoulders, worked shampoo through it without haste, fingertips moving across my scalp at a count so quiet I could have closed my eyes against the tile and slept standing up. The drain ran milky for a long stretch before it cleared. With one hand at my elbow she turned me a quarter under the spray and washed the front of me clean of the men from the sofa cluster, the velvet-dark wet smeared back from the centerpiece, and what had run out of me since. Her hand at the cleft of my ass was as impersonal as a sponge.

I let my forehead come forward against the tile.

She caught my elbow when my knee softened and waited for it to come back.

We stood there a long time after she had finished.

She wrapped me in a towel at the door and herself in another.

She walked me to the changing bench. She filled a paper cup at the wall cooler and set it in my hand. The bay's ambient noise had gone - the floor woman at the far end had finished her mop - and the two of us sat at the bench in the towel-warm quiet without speaking for a long minute.

She spoke first.

"I have never seen anyone do that."

The words came at the soft low pitch she kept her voice at the times she used it. Her face had not turned toward me; she was looking at the bench's worn surface a foot ahead of her own knee. The first complete sentence she had said to me in the days since Megan had walked through the corridor door.

I leaned briefly against her shoulder.

She let me lean. She did not move.

After a long stretch I came back up. She did not ask. I did not answer.

She passed me my skirt. She walked me back to the bay's outer hall. Briggs stood at the far turn with the clipboard tucked under his arm. She gave me the half-blink, holding it longer than she had ever held one before, and stepped back to let me cross.

My cell received me without ceremony.

I stripped the skirt and lay down on the cot. The bruises across both hipbones did their dull throb. The deep tender stretch at my ass had moved past anything the wing had previously taught me to expect. My cunt was full of the evening's finishes. The squirt had washed clean, but the place inside me it had come from was a low warm tender new geography I had not had a word for an hour ago.

Every point of pressure had found a response.

The high fluorescent had warmed into amber across the bars. Across the ring, Megan's mattress sat still rolled at the foot of the empty cot.

What stayed was not the room, or the visitors, or the centerpiece. The wing had built every other surprise of the night ahead of time - the plug sized off Tuilagi, the choreography on the senior's clipboard for days, the named-requester list at three. Even the flagship rotation line at the threshold was an institutional consequence the senior had laid down as cleanly as he laid any line on his slate.

The squirt had not been on any clipboard.

Somewhere low inside me, somewhere I had not located in twenty-three years of knowing my own body, a hidden place had opened in front of forty civilians and two of the wing's largest cocks and a room of low warm gold. The two men inside me had not asked for it. The room had not asked.

No one had asked for it. It had come anyway.

Sixteen days remained.

The amber lift through the bars settled into its evening level. The body did one small involuntary clench at the place the new geography had been, low and bright, a small after-echo of the wave.

I closed my eyes.

I slept.


⚜




Chapter 7: The door

⚜

Iwoke into the deep.

It was a different waking than I had had on any morning of the week before. The hum across my belly had gone; the urgent low pull at the seam of my thighs had gone; in their place was a wide settled weight that ran from the small band across my shoulders down through every part of me the night before had used. My ass was tender in a way I had no working word for - opened past what the wing had taught me, held a long time at that opening, and now closing slowly down toward an empty that did not feel like loss. My pussy was raw and warm. The long muscles along the inside of both thighs had stiffened where I had clamped them at Darius's sides through the squirt.

I lifted the blanket and looked.

The bruises across my hipbones had gone through their full color overnight - the older centers fading to a soft yellow under their green-yellow edges, with fresh thumb-shapes from Darius's grip laid in dark new commas across the top of them. The runner's nip at my collarbone was a flat purple. My wrists were clear.

I lay another stretch. The cell across the ring was the same bare grey square it had been all week - mattress rolled, shelf empty, property bin against the bars - and the gap had stopped asking me to feel anything about it. I turned my head from the gap to the bars at the foot of my own cell and let my eye sit there for a count of slow breathing.

I sat up by stages.

I washed at the basin. I pulled the skirt off the shelf and over my hips. The cell door's lock was waiting for the floor man's key.

The serving window was open by the time I made it past the cell row.

The curl-haired girl had a half-eaten roll on her east-wall table beside her morning tea. Her hand lifted barely from the cup as I came past - not the half-blink today, the slower lid-dip-and-rise she had started giving me at the showers - and her gaze fell back to her paperback before mine had finished returning it.

I picked porridge. I picked a roll. I picked coffee.

The senior was at the post over a fresh clipboard. He read me with one glance as I crossed the polished concrete and made a small unhurried mark on his sheet - a pencil tick I knew without seeing it for what it was. Recovery rotation. Not untouched: no formats, no civilians, no heavy roster - only the wing's ordinary floor at its lightest. His one accommodation to a body that had been emptied past the wing's standing column the night before. He did not lift his head.

I sat at my table and broke the roll.

The morning ran light.

The hall held its mid-morning level. A guard took a prisoner from along the far row of sofas; the curl-haired girl turned a page; the day-one blonde came back from the serving window with a second mug and a paperback under her arm. Two floor men crossed at the post in low conversation about a kitchen supply. A door keyed open somewhere along the corridor and keyed shut.

I drank the coffee. I did not finish the porridge. I crossed back for a second mug and brought it to the table. The deep at my belly stayed deep.

After a stretch I crossed to the sofa I had been keeping near the post and sat down sideways with one knee on the cushion and the other foot on the concrete. The leather was warm where the morning had warmed it. The paperback I had been carrying for weeks went open across my lap. I read the first line of a chapter and then the second and did not register the third. The bruise the runner had set at my collarbone twinged when I lifted my arm to turn the page.

A floor man stepped out from the east-wall corridor, three hours into shift by the easy carry of his stride.

He had a coffee in one hand and no clipboard in the other and he was crossing the hall at the long diagonal that ended at the post. Midway across, his eye touched the sofa where I was and his angle changed. The new line ended at my cushion. He set the coffee on the side table beside my elbow. He looked at me without any particular weight behind the look.

"Up."

I laid the paperback open-faced on the leather to hold the page.

I went where he wanted me.

He turned me by the elbow first - a brief practiced gesture, not unkind - and laid me back across the cushion rather than bending me forward. One knee up against the back, my other foot on the concrete, my shoulders dropping into the warm leather. He lifted the hem of my skirt up to my ribs in one easy pull and let it bunch where it fell. The cool wing air found me from groin to navel. He spread my knees apart with the side of his hand; my left foot stayed on the floor, my right knee folded out toward the back cushion.

His palms set wide at my thighs.

He took his time about lining up - the kind of taking-time a man took when he had been at the wing long enough not to hurry his entry - and pressed the head of himself at me to test the slick. I was wet. I had been wet since the lights had clicked, in the low ambient way the body had run since Tuilagi; the morning's coffee and the body's recovery had not adjusted it down. He found the give without trouble and pushed in.

He bottomed out at the second stroke.

He was an average length. Solid through, the kind of solid that came out of yard work. His shirt sleeves had been rolled to the elbow on the way in; the brown line of his forearms shifted at every press, the tendons working under skin that had been out in the sun. The pace he set was neither fast nor slow. He found the rhythm at the third stroke and held it.

The leather under my shoulder blades warmed.

His thumb settled at the crease of my hip - a casual brace, no grip behind it - and the soft press of him forward met the give of me in the steady wet I had carried since waking. My breath was slow. My nipples drew up in the cool air across my chest. His other palm spread along the outside of my thigh and held me at the angle he had set. The small slap of his hipbones meeting the soft inside of my thigh found its own count. My own slick ran in a thin slow line down the inside of my right thigh and met the leather under me.

The clench at my cunt came up around the count of his sixth stroke.

It was the wing's ambient clench by now - the kind that surfaced under any working pace, that I had stopped editing by speaker or by depth - and it ran along the length of him and softened and ran again at his eighth. He did not register it. He kept his pace. It was a working morning and we were two bodies in it.

He found my angle at the twelve-mark.

I felt the change a beat before I understood what the change was. The push of him forward had altered its line by a degree - the same kind of small angle-adjustment any floor man made when he found a body's rhythm and read the small flex of its hips back to him - and the next stroke after the alteration landed somewhere deeper than the ones before it had been landing. A different reach, not a deeper depth. He had not gone any further into me - he had gone in at a fraction of pitch his cock had not been at on the strokes before, and the head of him at the bottom of the next press touched a place along the front wall that yesterday's two-cock weight had opened from inside.

The pulse went up out of me before I had time to know it was building.

A small bright contraction at my cunt - slick and surprising, half a beat shorter than the climbed-up clench I had been folding into the rhythm - and a warm wet rush came out of me around the base of his cock and pooled hot at the leather under my hips. No flood, nothing close to the heavy translucent jets that had striped Darius's chest - just a small clear unmistakable release at the seal, a pulse that found the air for a long second and then dropped back to soft.

His pace broke for a beat.

He looked down. I felt the change in the angle of his attention - head dipping at his shoulder, eyes finding the patch of dark wet that was new on the leather between my parted thighs - and his face went still in a way that did not have a word in it. The small dry sound at the back of his throat was not a question. For the first time his even count broke against something he had not felt at this sofa before.

He drew back to the head. He pressed in again.

The rhythm sharpened - not in speed but in intent: angled, deliberate, a working man's reading of a body that had just told him something his trousers had been over for the past three minutes. His thumb came off the crease of my hip and traveled down to find the slick rise of my clit at the front of me. His pace shortened to fit the work of his hand. His palm at my thigh tightened.

I had not been waiting for the second one. The first had surprised me as much as it had him. My breath stayed at the slow lift the morning had carried it at; the cushion stayed warm at the broad spread of my back; nothing in me had reached up for another pulse.

It came anyway.

His thumb at my clit found the soft circle his hand had been wanting to make. His cock at my front wall pressed at the angle he had just found. Three strokes in, the second contraction rolled up out of me - smaller than the first, half its body - a soft warm bright press against him at the base and a softer pulse of wet at the seam between us. The release was a hum more than a release. The pool under my hips warmed by the small measure of the second pulse. My breath went out against my own collarbone.

His face was very close above mine for a count.

He did not say anything. He did not need to. His thumb had logged the second pulse against him and the corner of his mouth had logged it with the small involuntary set a man's mouth did when he was attending in a register he had not started the morning expecting to be in.

He finished a minute later.

His pace shortened the way a working man's pace shortened when the work was about to be over - three strokes faster, then four, then a deeper drag at the second-to-last - and he buried himself at the root and let go in two heavy throbs at my deepest. His thumb stayed at my clit through the throbs. His other hand braced flat against the outside of my knee, holding the angle through the count of his release.

He eased out.

His eyes stayed on the dark patch beneath me for a beat longer than they had to - soft and the size of a coffee saucer at the underside of my ass. He looked up at me. The small unreadable set of his mouth had not changed. He gave my thigh a brief functional pat - the same pat any guard gave any prisoner at the close of any working encounter - and did up his trousers in a single tidy zip. He took up his coffee from the side table. He crossed to the post.

I lay back against the cushion for a long count.

The wing had not turned.

The curl-haired girl across the hall had watched. I caught the small dry tilt at the corner of her mouth as my eye came back across; she gave it to me without lifting her face from her paperback, and her tea was at her lips a beat later. At the post, the senior had a note already half-made before the floor man had reached him; the pen moved without his looking down. The day-one blonde was further along, her paperback open in her lap, her eyebrow lifting at me across the hall without commentary attached. Two cells down, a lock snapped, voices murmured, and the bolt returned.

I pushed myself upright with one palm against the cushion.

The wet eased out of me onto the warm dark patch on the leather. My skirt's hem fell back over my thighs as I drew my knees together. The small low tender place that had pulsed twice was already settling back to its quiet. It had not been wrung out of me by spectacle this time. It had come under an ordinary guard on an ordinary sofa, because my body knew how now.

I picked the paperback up. The page was where I had left it.

I lifted a hand at the post for water; one of the floor men brought a paper cup across without breaking the conversation he had been holding. He set it on the side table, took the soft cloth from the cleaning trolley off the wall, wiped the leather under where I had been with the practiced economy of a man who had wiped a lot of leather in his time, and crossed back. The cloth went into the trolley's used pail.

I drank the water.

Around me the wing kept its scrape of cups and keys and pages.

The afternoon was the quiet kind.

I had a plug duty in at one - the standard routine size, the specialist at my cell with the kit, the small careful work he had been doing for weeks, the smaller bulb settling in at the seal with a low patient pop. The skirt came back over my hips. The hum of the seated weight ran at its background level. The bruises at my hipbones had not moved further but the tender at my ass had eased into its slower settling. I crossed back to the sofa near the post with the paperback and a fresh mug of tea.

The curl-haired girl came over at the half-hour.

She had her own paperback tucked under her arm and a chipped mug of tea in her hand. She did not ask. She did not have to. She crossed at her unhurried pace, sat at the other end of the sofa, drew her feet up onto the cushion in front of her, set her tea on the side table beside mine, and opened her paperback across her thigh. The space between us was the length of the sofa. The leather between us warmed where it had been cooled by no one for an hour.

Her ankle settled in the crook of the cushion at my end of the sofa.

After a long stretch I reached without looking and let my hand come down across the warm skin at the curve of her ankle.

She did not move it. She did not turn her head. She turned a page. Her tea found its way back to her mouth and back to the side table; her left hand stayed at the spine of her paperback; my hand stayed at her ankle. The contact was a small steady warmth at the back of my knuckles that did not ask to be more than it was.

We read at our own different paces. Or did not read, and turned pages anyway.

Somewhere on the far side of the hall the day-one blonde's breath-and-vowel sound carried briefly across the concrete and went quiet again. The curl-haired girl's eyelid dipped at the page without raising her face. The hall's afternoon went on.

The hall absorbed it and resumed. My hand stayed where it was. The afternoon ran.

At a quarter to six the curl-haired girl drew her feet out from under her, set her empty mug on the side table, gave my hand on her ankle the smallest dipped acknowledgment, and crossed back to her own table. I gathered the paperback and the mug and went to my cell.

The specialist came at six.

He keyed his way in with the leather case under his arm and the white-cloth roll over his forearm. He set both at the cot's foot. He did not say anything I had not heard him say four other times. The plug came out at a slow careful drag; the empty after it settled into the deep wide give the morning had already established. He wiped the plug at the white cloth and folded it away in its slot.

He gathered his kit and went.

The senior came past at ten past six. He stopped at the bars and slid a folded square of paper through to the cell-side rail with two fingers.

Recovery over at seven a.m. - availability restored. Flagship list posted at the post.

His hand was already moving to the next clipboard before he had cleared my bars. I set the slip on the rail.

Fifteen days remained.

The cot took my weight. The amber lift along the fluorescent had come on an hour ahead of its usual mark, or my eye had learned to read it sooner; I could not tell. The body's quiet new geography sat low in me, a small settled tenderness that the second pulse this morning had confirmed was not a one-time event. The slip on the rail confirmed what the senior's mark at breakfast had implied: today had been the wing's one accommodation, and tomorrow the wing would have me again.

I unhooked the skirt and dropped it across the shelf's edge. I lay down on my side under the wool and closed my eyes.

Sleep came up before the amber had finished its lift.

The next morning, I woke at the wing's working hour.

The fluorescents had clicked to daylight white. The wing was already at its morning-shift hum on the far side of my bars - a guard's boots on the concrete, a corridor door easing shut, the small clink of the serving window's wire latch coming up. The morning before had been the morning after the centerpiece; this morning was the morning after the morning after, and my body knew the difference. The deep had retreated into a quiet steady tenderness at the places that had been used the hardest, and the rest of me lifted with the lights at the standard count.

Toilet. Cold tap at the basin. Skirt off the shelf, over my hips, the waistband settling above the older bruises in their final yellow and the newer Darius-marks still sitting dark across them. The mirror gave me back a face I did not have to interpret. I squared up at the bars.

The night-shift officer keyed the row open from the desk.

The walk to the serving window did not need my legs to think about it. Two tables over the curl-haired girl was working through a fresh porridge, dark curls down across one shoulder. Her chin lifted the standard quarter-inch as I came past; mine returned it. The day-one blonde was at the toaster. The senior was at his post over the morning roster, pencil moving in even count.

A roll. Yogurt. Coffee. I crossed back to my table.

The morning ran ordinary.

I crossed to a sofa near the post. A guard came down my cell row and keyed a different cell. Two cells along, a floor man led another prisoner out and across the polished concrete to the showers' corridor. Somewhere along the corridor a heavy door closed and opened on a delivery. The wing had its weather, and I sat under it on the sofa with the paperback open across my lap and a fresh mug at my elbow.

At half-past the wing's ordinary hour, a floor man pinned the day-one blonde against the back of her sofa and worked her at the standard count. I clocked the move at the edge of my eye and let it run at its standard count - four minutes, a flat dismissive pat, the soundless laugh she gave when he was crossing back - and turned a page. The first encounter that on day three had reshaped a whole afternoon now was the air the morning had in it. It was the air the wing had in it now. I read a paragraph I did not retain.

A second floor man cut across the polished concrete with a clipboard at his hip. He had two prisoners to walk, one in each direction; the keys went into a cell down the east wall and came back out a minute later. The cleaning trolley passed. A drink was set down at a sofa along the perimeter. The post's morning chatter went on.

I drank the coffee.

The curl-haired girl crossed the hall, filled a paper cup at the cooler, drank it standing, dropped the cup into the trolley's used pail on her way back, and was at her table with the paperback open again before her tea had cooled past drinkable. Her dark curls fell to one shoulder as she leaned forward to read. The senior at the post set his clipboard down for the first time in twenty minutes and lifted his own mug.

The hall was at its ordinary working hour. The hum was the hum.

The security door at the central hall's far end keyed open.

It was not a door that opened often at this hour. The east-wall corridor doors keyed open all morning; the demonstration-bay door keyed open before nine and again after lunch; the shower-bay door was the door bodies came back through. The security door at the far end of the central hall was the door that took prisoners in. I had not heard it key open since the afternoon Megan had walked out and Carver had gone after her with the binder under her arm at the senior's signal.

I lifted my eye from the page.

The curl-haired girl had lifted hers a beat earlier.

Carver came through the security door at her standard unhurried pace.

She had the heavy black binder under her arm in the carry I had met her with on day one - the broad spine pressed flat to her ribcage, the corner tucked into the soft of her hip. The leather of the binder had the same dull working sheen, the same faint scuff at the lower edge where her badge had brushed it walking, the same neutral patient set to her shoulders that had registered to me on day one as the only patient set in the wing. Her face was the face it had been on day one. On day one, I had not known the face well enough to know how little it changed.

Behind her, in Briggs's intake hold above the elbow, the new arrival came through the door.

She was small.

Five-foot-three at the most. Olive skin. Dark wavy hair that fell past her shoulders in soft waves the wing's serving-window light caught at their crests. Brown eyes wide open in the way an intake's eyes were wide open at the first crossing of the central hall, taking the room in along its full perimeter at the speed the brain made when the room was unfamiliar and the body had been walking on borrowed legs for an hour.

The orange of her intake jumpsuit was the same orange they had given me. The cotton hung from her shoulders in the same boxy shape. The cuffs at her wrists were the wing's standard intake cuffs, set in front. The thin paper intake wristband closed at her left wrist below the cuff's lower edge - the same wristband Carver had set on me at day one, the seal of paperwork already signed, the wing's standing opt-in already in effect.

Her body had the same wide-hip narrow-waist line my body had under any skirt. Full hips. Heavy breasts under the loose cotton of the jumpsuit, the shape of them moving with her step. The wide curve of her at the lower back where the jumpsuit clung when her shoulders were squared. She had my mother's people in her face - the wide-set brown eyes, the dark brow, the soft full mouth that did not yet know whether to set itself open or closed.

My stomach did the small lift my stomach did when a mirror caught me unexpectedly at the corner of a corridor.

Briggs walked her at the elbow toward the strip-search room. Carver moved a quarter-pace ahead of her and the binder kept its angle at her hip. The new girl's bare feet made small slow sounds on the polished concrete. Her shoulders were squared in the way a body squared its shoulders after a decision it intended to keep.

Her eyes scanned the hall.

I watched them go - they touched the leather sofas at the perimeter, the bar-walled cells around the ring, the dark curls of a woman at a table along the east wall without lingering at her face, the day-one blonde at her own sofa, the senior behind the desk. Her brain was making the morning's map at the brain's first-day pace. Twelve feet, then ten, then eight to the strip-search door.

Her eyes passed the hall and found me on the sofa.

They stuck.

I recognized it before she did. The small involuntary halt of the head that did not show in the step - the body kept walking, the head kept tilting the angle the diagonal asked it to tilt - but the eye had found me and the eye held. Three more paces. Two. Brown to brown across the white wash of the morning's fluorescents on the polished concrete.

It was the expression I had worn on day one, when Megan had been on her sofa and I had been on Carver's elbow at the diagonal - overwhelmed at the perimeter, wide-eyed at the cells, the body squared at the shoulders for what was about to be asked of it, the eye reaching across polished concrete for one body that did not flinch away.

I had seen it in a mirror before. I had not before today seen it in another body.

I held her.

No smile. No nod. No lift of the chin. My hand stayed where it had been on the open paperback. I held her brown with mine and gave her what Megan had given me - not comfort, not warning. Witness. The first thing in the wing that did not turn its eyes off her.

Carver's hand came up to her upper arm.

Briggs released her as Carver took over the steer. A small redirection - the kind Carver had given me on day one, two minutes from the security door - and the new girl's diagonal sharpened into the line that ended at the intake room. Her eyes broke from mine at the last possible moment, dragged sideways at her face by the small turn of her body under Carver's hand, and the slow movement of her head followed the body. Her dark waves shifted at her shoulder.

She did not look back.

Carver keyed the strip-search room door.

She guided the new girl through, fingers closed above the cuff. Briggs waited at the threshold; Carver pulled the door across behind her. The door swung shut behind them on the soft suction of a heavy frame settling into its keep, and the wing's central hall was the wing's central hall again.

The hum had not changed.

Along the east wall, the curl-haired girl made a small sound that might have been a sigh and might have been nothing - the kind of sound a body made when it was reading and the sentence at its page changed by a half-step under its eye - and she turned a page without lifting her face. The day-one blonde further along set her own tea down and reached for her toast. At the post, the senior set his clipboard down on the desk with a small flat sound and lifted his coffee.

Across the hall, the strip-search room door was still closed.

I closed the paperback over my finger.

The cushion under me was warm. The cup at my elbow was still drinkable. There was no plug this morning - no seated weight, no background drum - only the slow ambient tenderness the last ninety-six hours had asked to be at.

By tonight, fourteen days would remain.

The number did not ask anything of my chest. It sat on the senior's clipboard in his even count, where it had belonged for some time.

What sat at me was the door.

Across the polished concrete the heavy frame held its closed shape. Inside it Carver would be doing the day-one work that came after the paper had been signed - the inventory read off, the strip-search procedure flat and unhurried, the cuff key off her belt, the orange jumpsuit going onto the small folding chair against the wall. The new girl in her own skin in front of Carver's calm. Brown eyes following the binder.

She had walked in already signed. The wristband at her left wrist had said as much before her face had. Nervous, overwhelmed, but here by a decision the squared set of her shoulders was still holding.

What came next would come next at her body's pace, the way it had come at mine.

I did not move.

The paperback stayed closed on my finger. The leather under me stayed warm. The wing went on at its working level around me - a guard's boots somewhere down the east wall, the small clink of a mug going down on a saucer at the curl-haired girl's table, the senior's pen finding its line again - and the hall did what the hall did at every hour of every day of every week the wing kept its rotation.

I waited.

Across the ring, behind the closed frame, the new girl was inside it.

When she came back through, I would still be here.
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