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Chapter 1: The new girl

⚜

Iwas awake before the wing was.

It had become its own quiet fact, these last weeks - waking early and easy into the amber, the way Megan used to, my eyes opening on the low night-watch glow while the rest of the cells along the ring still kept their sleeping shapes. There was a time, my own first week, when I'd clawed up out of sleep already braced. That body was gone. This one surfaced slow and lay still and waited for the lights to come without being asked to brace for anything at all.

I lay on my side under the wool and let the morning find me, and the morning was kind.

No bruises worth the name. The reception four days back had finished closing over in me - the deep tenderness it left had eased out of my hips, settled, gone soft at the edges and then gone. What stayed was lower and stranger: a faint waiting heat at the base of me, banked, present the second I noticed it, the response the wing had worked into my nerves and then left running there like a pilot light. I shifted my thighs under the blanket and felt it answer, small and bright, no longer a surprise. The wool was rough against my breasts. The cool wing air sat on the bare skin above the sheet. My pulse was slow. My body did all of it without my asking, the same as it did everything now.

I rolled onto my back, and across the ring, Megan's cell was no longer empty.

I looked at it for a while. Nine mornings now it had been a stripped grey square - mattress rolled at the foot, shelf bare, the property bin pulled out and waiting against the bars. Sometime in the night that had changed. The mattress was unrolled and squared. A folded blanket sat at the foot of the cot. The property bin had been pushed back into its slot under the shelf, empty still, but waiting in the particular hush of a thing that knows something is coming to fill it.

They had made it up overnight.

Somebody was coming into it today.

I'd watched the security door key open yesterday afternoon for the first time since Megan walked out of it - Carver through first with the black binder under her arm, and behind her, in a guard's grip at the elbow, the shape of a new arrival I'd caught for all of nine seconds before the strip-search door took her in. Orange jumpsuit. Cuffed wrists. Eyes that had found mine across the polished concrete and stuck the way mine had once stuck on Megan. Then the door had closed on her, the wing had gone on, and I'd gone back to my paperback and told myself I would still be here when she came back through.

She would reappear this morning. The made-up cell across the ring had decided it.

I closed my eyes for one more minute and let the wing stay quiet a little longer. There were fewer days ahead of me now than behind me in this place - I held that lightly, the way you hold a thing you've stopped needing to look at - and I tried not to count them.

The lights clicked white at six.

I sat up in the single easy motion the body had taught itself. Toilet, cold tap at the basin, the polished metal mirror handing me back the same olive face it always did - dark waves past my shoulders, brown eyes that didn't need interpreting. I stepped into the grey skirt and smoothed it down over my hips and the hem rode up the backs of my thighs, familiar as breath, the half-inch of trim that was all this place had ever given me to stand behind. My breasts moved as I turned for the bars. I didn't cross my arms over them. I'd stopped doing that somewhere in the first week, the way you stop flinching at a sound the building makes every day.

I crossed to the bars and the floor man keyed the row.

At her east-wall table with her tea and her paperback, the curl-haired girl sat with dark curls down across one shoulder. Her chin lifted the standard quarter-inch as I passed the serving window; mine returned it. The day-one blonde was at the toaster. The senior's grey crown showed at the post over the morning roster, his pencil moving in its even count.

I took a roll and a coffee to my table, broke the roll, and waited, because the squared cot across the ring had already told me what kind of morning it was going to be.

The security door keyed open at half-past.

Briggs came through it first, and behind him, walking on the borrowed legs of a first morning, the new girl.

The hall clocked her before I'd finished turning my head.

She was small - smaller than me, five-foot-two if that, slight through the shoulders and fine-boned at the wrists, a frame built for something quieter than this room. And the wing's uniform had left her nowhere to stand. The grey skirt, and above it nothing - same as there was nothing above any of ours - except that on her the nothing was the first thing the eye went to, because her breasts were too big for the rest of her. Heavy, full, high and pale, a weight her narrow frame had no business carrying and carried anyway. She had her arms crossed hard over them. Honey-blonde hair to her shoulders, straight where mine waved, and a flush already climbing in fast uneven patches up her neck. Fair - fair enough that I could see exactly where the shame went as it went.

At her throat, a thin gold cross on a chain. The one thing the strip-search had left her.

"Arms down," Briggs said, without heat. The same flat thing he said to everyone. "You walk to your cell with your hands at your sides. You don't get to hide in here. Nobody does."

She didn't move for a second. Then she did it - and her arms came down before her chin did, obedience arriving ahead of any willingness to give it, her breasts settling free and full and bare in the white wash of the morning fluorescents while the blotches went dark up into her face.

Heads turned. A guard at the post tracked her the length of the diagonal without pretending he wasn't. Two cells down somebody looked up. And when Briggs put a hand at her shoulder and walked her - across the open hall to Megan's old door, twenty feet of polished concrete with the whole wing's morning on it - her breasts swayed heavy and bare with every step, too much for the slight frame that carried them, and every eye in the hall went with them. There was no way for them not to. She kept her gaze nailed to the middle distance and her face went redder the further she walked, and I watched a girl learn in real time what this place had taught me in my own first hour: that there was nowhere in this room to put a body like that where it wouldn't be seen.

The senior had come off his post. He stood with his coffee and watched her go in.

I was already up.

I crossed the hall to the bars of Megan's old cell, and the senior watched me do it.

I felt his attention the way you feel a draft. He didn't stop me. He didn't wave me on. He took a slow swallow of his coffee and let his eyes drift back to the clipboard, and the not-stopping was all of it - the small indulgence a wing extends to a prisoner who's earned a place in its shape. Megan had been allowed to come to my bars on my first morning because somebody had decided she could be. Now somebody had decided I could be. Nobody said it. The senior simply turned a page.

The new girl had backed up against the far bar wall of her cell, her arms wanting to come up again and not letting themselves. When my shadow fell across the bars she startled, then went very still.

"You don't have to stand against the wall," I said. "It doesn't help. They can see you anyway."

Her eyes went down my body once - the skirt, the bare rest of me, the fact that I stood in front of her with my breasts out and didn't mind it - and came back up to my face, and something in her flinched at how easy I was about it.

"I'm Kira," I said. "I'm across the ring from you. I've been here a few weeks, so I'll tell you the things I wish somebody had told me, and then you can decide what you want to do with them. Yes?"

A small nod.

"Lights at six. Serving window's the long counter - porridge, rolls, coffee. Showers are down the east corridor, the door that says it. Use them whenever; nobody stops you." I kept my voice low and level, the rundown coming out of me in Megan's flat shape without my deciding to use it. "And don't cross your arms. I know. But it only draws them - it turns the looking into a thing they get to take from you. Stand up straight and let them look and it stops being theirs. You'll see."

Her hands tightened at her sides instead, the knuckles whitening, and then, with effort, loosened.

"There's a word," I said. "Safehouse. You say it, everything stops, and it sticks. I've seen it work." I let that sit. "And the first day, you're left alone. No guard takes you today - nothing's on the roster with your name on it. That's the rule; they give you the day to get your feet. After that -" I tipped my chin at the skirt she wore, the bare above it. "After that the uniform does the talking, and it talks for everybody the same. But that's tomorrow. Today's just yours."

Her breath went out of her at today's just yours - a long unsteady release, relief and something underneath the relief she didn't have a name for yet.

"What did you do," she said. Barely above a whisper. Then, fast, mortified: "I'm sorry - I shouldn't ask, you don't -"

"Drugs. Across the border, for a guy," I said. "Same shape as yours, more or less. You?"

The senior glanced up, took in the two of us at the bars, and gave the floor man the smallest tip of his chin. A minute later the lock gave, the cell door rolled back, and the new girl was out - out and following me the few steps to my table the way a person follows the only familiar thing in a strange room.

She gave me her name first - Hannah Bell, said low, like she wasn't sure it was still hers to hand over in a place like this. The rest came out in pieces over the next hour, at my table, where I brought her a roll she didn't touch and a coffee she cupped in both hands the same as the curl-haired girl cupped her tea.

She told it the way people tell the thing that has flattened their life - out of order, circling, the worst parts dropped in flat like she still couldn't believe they were hers. A laundromat. Her name on it, on the lease and the license and the business account, because her boyfriend had said it was cleaner that way, said it was a tax thing, said trust me in the voice she'd been trusting for two years. His name was Levi. She said it once, her gaze dropping to the cup, and didn't say it again. The drugs had moved through the back of the place and the money through the front, and the front of it had been hers on paper, all of it, every signature where he'd put his finger on the line. When it came apart he had talked. He'd walked out with a deal and she had walked into four years, because she was the owner, because the paper said so, and she had understood none of it and signed all of it.

"Four years," she told the coffee. Her thumb worried the rim. "And then someone came around with the program. Forty-eight days." A breath. "Forty-eight days isn't four years."

"No," I said. "It isn't."

She had a sister. Becca, eighteen, on the lease of the apartment they'd shared, who couldn't make the rent alone and couldn't be made to move back to where they'd grown up, not for anything. Hannah didn't say much about where they'd grown up. She didn't have to; it was all over how she sat, how her spine stayed straight even now, the careful church-Sunday cadence of her when she wasn't frightened enough to forget it. Forty-eight days got her out in time to keep her sister housed. Four years did not.

"So," she said, and turned her face up to me, and the blotches had cooled to a steady high pink. "It's just - it's just my body. For a while. And then I go home and the rent's paid and Becca's fine." She said it like a thing she'd been repeating to herself in the dark for some number of nights. God will understand. It's for Becca. She didn't say that part. It was in the line of her mouth.

"Hannah," I said. The first time I'd used it. "Can I ask you something."

She waited.

"Have you done this before. Any of it."

Her shoulders drew in toward her chest, then forced themselves back down. The pink climbed her again.

"I've never," she said. "With anyone. Ever." Her voice thinned to almost nothing. "I'm not - Levi didn't - we were going to wait. He said we were going to wait." Something moved behind that I didn't push at. "I've never even - I've never let anyone -" She couldn't finish it. She didn't need to. The whole shape of her had finished it for her.

A virgin. Twenty-one years old, never touched, signed into the one room on earth with no use at all for any of that.

I'd clocked it before she said it. I clocked the other thing too, in the same hour, while her eyes were on her coffee and she was telling me about the laundromat.

A guard had taken a prisoner over the back of a sofa across the hall - the routine middle of any morning, a body bent forward and a pace found and held. The small breath-and-vowel sound of it carried flat across the concrete, ordinary as a tap left running. I'd stopped hearing it as anything but weather around day twelve.

Hannah heard it.

Her gaze dragged sideways off her coffee before she could stop it, to the sofa and the two bodies on it, and held there a half-second too long, and snapped back to the cup. Her throat moved. Under the table her knees had turned inward, her thighs drawing together - I caught her do it, caught her not knowing she'd done it. Her breath had gone shallow and high in her chest, the heavy rise and fall of her quickening, and the color climbing her now wasn't the shame-blotch of the walk across the floor. It was a different color and it came from a different place, and she hated it worse than she'd hated anything else this morning. I could see that too - the way one hand left the cup and pressed flat to the table, fingers spread, like she could hold herself still through her palm.

"It's wrong," she said. Almost too quiet to hear. She wasn't talking to me. "I shouldn't -"

She didn't finish that one either.

But her eyes went back to the sofa twice more before the guard was done.

Weeks ago I'd have missed it. Weeks ago I might have been that girl, telling myself the heat climbing me was fear because fear was the only word my body had ever been given permission to use. I knew the other word for it now. I watched her not know it and thought, with a low private certainty that surprised me: the fear isn't the loudest thing in you. You just can't hear the other one yet.

I drank my coffee and didn't tell her. There was no telling it. This place would tell her, same as it told everyone, at her own body's pace.

It was mid-morning when a guard took me.

He crossed the hall on the long diagonal that ended at the post, clocked me at the bars where I'd returned to stand with Hannah, and bent his line by a degree, casual about it. No clipboard. He didn't say much. He turned me with a hand at my shoulder and set me against the bars of my own cell, and the steel was cold under my palms and the hem of my skirt rucked up off my thighs and bunched at my waist, and he used me there at a working pace and finished and tucked himself away and went on to the post. Four minutes of an ordinary morning. My body answered as it answered everything now - the low gathering, the slick that ran out ahead of being asked. The wing's flattest register. I wouldn't have remembered it by lunch.

Except that the whole time, across the ring, Hannah watched.

It was the look she'd turned on the sofa, only now she'd given up snapping her eyes away. She stood at her bars with one hand gone slack at her side and the other gripping the steel as if the wing might tilt, and she took in every second of it from ten feet off - her lips parted, her breath gone, her whole fair face cracked open in a way nothing else all morning had cracked it - not the walk, not the backstory, not the safeword. Undisguised. A green, starving, horrified hunger she had no idea was sitting that plainly on her, and she could not look away, and the not-looking-away was the most honest thing she'd shown me yet.

And it lit me up.

That was the part I hadn't expected. Weeks of being used by men whose names I didn't know had settled into a kind of even weather in me - pleasure that arrived and was real and then was over. This wasn't that. The guard's hands were just the guard's hands. What had my breath catching against the steel, what climbed the heat in me faster and higher than the act alone could account for, was her - being watched like that, by a body that green and that hungry, by someone who couldn't yet name what was happening to her while she stared. It reached across the open floor and turned something up in me that the hands hadn't touched. I came under him with my eyes open on her watching me, and the coming was sharper for it, and I understood as it went through me that I'd just found a thing I was going to have to be careful about.

I'd watched Megan exactly like that, my own first night. From my new bars, opposite her, not knowing yet what I was looking at.

The guard went. I straightened, let the skirt fall, and breathed.

Hannah hadn't moved. She said nothing. She had no idea her knees had turned in again, that she'd gone up onto the balls of her feet without deciding to.

The day went the way a first day goes - which is to say it didn't happen to her, because the wing had decided it wouldn't, not today.

That was the whole of the adjustment rule, and the rule held. Guards crossed the hall and took bodies that weren't hers. The day-one blonde spent a stretch of the afternoon on a guard's lap on the far sofa, her familiar sound carrying over and going quiet. Along the east wall the curl-haired girl was used over her tea and turned back to her paperback. The place ran its ordinary syllabus in every direction around the new girl and not one hand reached for her, and she sat through it all afternoon, flinching less as the hours went, her eyes going to the sofas more and away from them less, the cross at her throat forgotten for longer and longer stretches.

I stayed near her when I could. Not all of it. I had my own day to be in - a sofa, a paperback I didn't read, a second guard mid-afternoon, the wing taking what the wing took. But I crossed back to her between things, and she was always already watching the hall when I got there, and she always pulled her eyes back to me a little guiltily when I came, like I'd caught her at something.

By dusk she'd stopped pulling them back.

The lights dropped to evening and the wing went quiet in its bones, and I had just stepped out of my skirt and folded it onto the shelf when I heard her at my bars.

I knew it was her before I turned. The careful sound of someone who didn't know yet that they were allowed to make noise in this place.

She stood on the other side of the steel in the amber half-light, arms not crossed - she'd held onto that one thing I'd given her - and her fair face wrecked in a way it hadn't been all day. Not crying. Past crying, into something more honest than crying. The color was high on her throat and across her chest and it wasn't fading. Her breath came short and uneven.

"I don't -" she started, and stopped, and started again. "Something's wrong with me."

I came to the bars. "Nothing's wrong with you."

"You don't -" Her breath shook. "Since I walked in this morning. All day. I've been -" Her hand pressed flat and low against her own belly, like she could hold it down from the outside. Her knees were turned in where she stood, one bare foot half over the other. "I'm so - I'm wet, I've been wet since the door, I can't make it stop, and that's - that's wrong, I shouldn't be, watching what they - watching you -" Her voice broke off and came back smaller. "It's a sin. I know it's a sin. God, I shouldn't even be telling you this."

She had come undone all the way across the dark floor to say it to the one person in the wing who hadn't turned her eyes off her. She was shaking with it. And under the shame, plain as anything - plainer than she'd ever have let it be if she'd had the first idea it was showing - her body was simply asking for the thing it had been asking for since the security door opened and never once, in twenty-one years, been allowed to have.

I looked at her a moment in the amber. At all of it. At the girl Megan would have known exactly what to do with, because she'd once known the same about me.

"It's not a sin," I said. "It never was. Come here."

I didn't touch the lock. I held out my hand and let the wing do the rest, the way it lets some things give for a body with standing - and a moment later the night man's key turned, low and quiet in the dropped light, and my own door rolled back under his hand.

She looked at my hand. Her gaze came up to my face. Her breath went ragged, and her hand came off the cross at last and slid into mine, cool and shaking, and I drew her in across the threshold of my cell into the amber, and the door -

The door eased shut behind her.

Thirteen days remained. There was a girl in my cell whose own body had been turned into something to fear, and tonight, for the first time, somebody was going to show her it was hers to keep.
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Chapter 2: First day
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The door eased shut, and then it was just the two of us in the amber.

She stood a foot inside the cell with her hand still folded into mine, breathing like she'd run the length of the corridor to reach it. Her fingers were cold. The tremor came up through them anyway - not from cold. Something wound too tight for too long, finally close enough to what it had spent years bracing against to let go and shake. The night-watch glow lay low and orange across the cot, the basin, the bare slope of her chest where the blotches still hadn't cooled.

"You're alright," I said. Low and careful, giving her room to believe it. "Nobody crosses that door tonight. Just me."

I drew her the two steps to the cot and sat her down on the edge of it. The mattress took her slight weight and barely answered. Up close her breath had a small catch on every third pull, and her thighs were pressed tight together under the grey hem, and her hand wouldn't let go of mine even sitting down.

"You said it's a sin," I said. "What you've been feeling all day."

She nodded, once, fast. Her eyes were wet at the rims and hadn't spilled.

"It isn't. I'm going to show you it isn't. And if you want me to stop, you say so, and I stop, and that's the whole of it." I brought my free hand up and tucked a strand of the honey hair behind her ear, and her grip jumped tight on my fingers at even that. "Do you want me to stop?"

A long beat. The low light sat in the wet of her eyes.

"No," she said. Barely sound at all.

I leaned in and kissed her.

She didn't know what to do with it for the first second - held still, lips closed, a girl who'd been kept pure for marriage by a man who policed her mouth same as the rest of her - and then she made a small broken sound into it and gave way, and I felt two years of being told no come apart against my mouth. I kept it slow. I kept my hand light at her jaw. When I eased her back onto the cot she went, her hair fanning dark-gold on the grey wool, and she let me lift her knee up onto the mattress and didn't close herself off.

I worked the skirt down off her hips and dropped it to the floor and there was nothing left between her and the air.

She was lovely in a way that had nothing to do with the wing's hard light - fine pale skin gone pink wherever feeling reached it, the soft swell of her belly going taut as she sucked in a breath, and her breasts settling heavy to either side as she lay back, far too much for the slim cage of her ribs, the nipples already drawn up hard. I bent and closed my mouth over one of them and she arched up off the cot like the touch had gone straight through her. A hand flew to my hair - not to pull me off, to hold me there - and let go again as if she'd caught herself doing something forbidden.

"It's allowed," I murmured against her skin. "Everything in here is allowed. Nothing your body wants is wrong."

I kissed down the center of her - the flat of the sternum, the soft belly, the jut of a hipbone - and settled myself low between her thighs, and eased them apart with my palms, and she let me. She was soaked. She'd told the truth at my bars: she'd been like this since the door, all day, and now it was running silver on the inside of both thighs and she smelled like wanting and nothing else.

I put my tongue flat against her and licked up slow into the slick of her, and Hannah Bell made a sound I don't think she had ever made out loud in her life.

I took my time. There was no clock on this, no roster, no one waiting - for once in this place a thing could be unhurried. I lapped at her in long flat strokes and let her get used to the fact of a mouth on her before I narrowed to the hard little knot at the top of her and circled it with the tip of my tongue. Her hips chased it. She couldn't help that either; her body kept lifting toward my mouth and then dropping back to the wool as if ashamed of having moved, and I followed it each time, gave it back what it reached for. Her hand found my hair again and stayed.

When she was loose and lifting steady I brought one hand up and pressed two fingers gently to her entrance and waited there, soaking them, until she was the one pushing down. Then I eased them in. Slow - only as far as she opened for, careful with a body that had never held anything, never even let itself - and curled them up against the soft swollen spot inside her that made her gasp while my tongue kept its patient circle. She gasped like she'd been struck. Her whole slim frame went rigid.

"Breathe," I said, lifting just enough to say it against her. "I've got you. Let it build."

It built fast. Faster than she had any framework for. I felt her clamp around my fingers and her thighs start to shake against my ears and the sounds coming out of her climb and break and climb again, and she got one word out - "I can't, I can't, it's too -" - and then she couldn't get any words out at all. I gave her the steady flat pressure of my thumb where my tongue had been and curled my fingers once more and she came apart underneath me.

It tore through her bigger than she was. She cried out and grabbed two fists of the blanket and her hips bucked up off the cot and she shook from her chest to her feet, and it went on, rolling, her cunt fluttering hard around my fingers in waves she had absolutely no idea how to ride. I held the pressure light and stayed with her all the way down, easing off by degrees, until the last of it shuddered out of her and she dropped flat to the wool with her chest heaving and her hand fallen open in my hair.

Then she started to cry.

Not from pain. I knew the difference. I slid up beside her and gathered her in and she turned into me and shook against my shoulder, her wet face pressed to my neck, twenty-one years of being told that what had just happened damned her finally meeting the unanswerable size of having felt it.

"I'm sorry," she got out. "I'm sorry, I don't -"

"There's nothing to be sorry for in here." I held her, my hand moving slow on her bare back. "Not one thing. It's the one thing this place gets right."

She nodded against my throat and cried a little more and I let her. After a while it slowed, and her breathing came down, and she lay heavy and spent against me in the dim with one full breast pressed warm to my ribs and her thigh thrown over mine. She moved her hand once across my belly, vague, like she thought she ought to give something back.

"Not tonight," I said. "Tonight was just yours."

She was asleep before her hand had finished the thought, all that fear finally let down, and I lay there a long time with the weight of her and didn't sleep at all. My own body was still up and humming from doing that to her - that had surprised me too, how much it had - and I lay in the dark and felt it and watched the low orange hold over the cell until the lights clicked white at six.

She woke confused, and then she remembered, and the color came straight back up her throat.

But she didn't bolt. She sat up clutching the wool to her chest out of reflex and then made herself set it down, and we got dressed in the cold grey light, and when the night man keyed my door ahead of the row I walked her across the ring to her own cell, and the senior watched us go and turned a page and said nothing.

She came to my table again with her coffee. The roll sat where I set it. And the rest of the story came out the way those things do the morning after - easier now, the worst of the wall down between us.

It was the math, mostly. She'd done the math a hundred times. Becca made eleven dollars an hour at a salon desk and the apartment was sixteen hundred a month and the lease ran till spring, and there was no version of those numbers where an eighteen-year-old covered it alone, and there was no one back home Hannah would let Becca go back to. She didn't explain that part. The flat careful way she said back home did it for her, the words coming out with edges on them.

"Forty-eight days," she said, turning the cup. "And the rent's current when I walk out. And Becca never has to know how." She looked at the coffee, not at me. Her thumb went still on the rim. "God will forgive me. It's for her." She said it quiet, and not to me, and I understood it was a sentence she'd made into a handhold long before she ever got here, and that this morning, after last night, it had a small new crack in it she hadn't noticed yet - because she'd already learned that what she'd come here dreading didn't feel like what she'd been told it would.

I didn't point at the crack. The place would do that.

"Today's your first day on the roster," I said instead. "You should know how it goes before it starts."

Her hand tightened around the coffee cup until the paper lip bent. When she looked up at me, she was trying for fear and not quite reaching it.

"On the roster, your first day's just mouths," I said. "Nobody on the floor takes you past that - not today. That's the rule, and it isn't mine, it's the senior's, and he holds to it." I saw that land - the relief in her shoulders, and underneath the relief, something that wasn't relief at all flickering across her face before she could put it away. "I asked him to let me stay with you for it. He said yes. So you won't be alone at that table. Whatever happens, I'm right there. Alright?"

"Alright," she said, and her voice came out steadier than her hands. I clocked that and kept it to myself.

The senior set her up mid-morning at the second metal table in the central hall - the bolted one, the one I'd been cuffed face-down to on my own second day. He didn't cuff her. He'd agreed when I asked - no cuffs, not if I was there to keep her steady - which meant she got to stay upright on her knees, forearms folded on the tabletop, and me on the bench beside her with a hand free to put where it was needed. He set it up without a word and went back to his post, and the floor man called the first one over off the diagonal.

He was unhurried about it - a big heavyset guard I'd had myself a few times, broad through the chest and thick everywhere it counted, who unbuckled at the head of the table and freed himself already half-hard while Hannah went rigid at the size of him filling her whole field of view.

"Look at me," I said, and she did. "I'll show you first."

I leaned across and took him into my mouth - took him deep on the first pass, the way I'd learned to weeks ago, holding him at the back of my throat a beat so she could see it done before it was asked of her. He grunted and put a hand in my hair. I drew off slow, tongue flat along the underside, and let him go wet and gleaming, and turned his hips with my hand the few inches toward her mouth.

"Just the front," I told her. "Lips soft over your teeth. You don't have to take it deep. Use your hand for the rest - like this."

She opened her mouth. Her chest had gone blotched and hot and her hand was shaking when I wrapped it around the base of him for her, but she held herself there and let him in, and took the head of him past her lips.

He didn't stay polite long. They don't. He pressed in deeper than she knew how to take yet and she gagged hard, a wet sound, her whole body lurching, and the tears came up fast and spilled and ran. I put my hand flat to the side of her neck.

"Through your nose," I said, low, right at her ear. "Don't fight it. Let it sit there and breathe through your nose. There you go. There."

She found it. I felt her find it - the panic going out of her shoulders under my hand, her throat working, her breath leveling through her nose around the thick of him while the tears kept running and her clean eyes streamed bright down her flushed cheeks. He set a slow shallow rhythm and she let him have it, my hand still at her nape as he found it, her lips stretched soft and pink around him and a thin line of spit already silvering down to her chin. I kept talking her through it - that's it, ease your jaw, let him do the work - and she did, her small fist working the base of him in time the way I'd shown her, her free hand braced flat on the cold metal of the table to hold herself there. He grunted and his hips jerked and she didn't pull off. When he drew back and stripped himself the last strokes and finished across her cheekbone and her open mouth in two thick pulses, she held still and took it on her face the way I'd held still and taken it on mine my own first week, eyes squeezed shut, throat moving as a little of it slid past her lips.

I caught the thick of it before it could slide off her jaw and thumbed it up and away from her eye.

"Good girl," I said.

It went through her like a current. I watched it happen - saw the words land in some place that had been left raw and long-starved, saw her lips part and her wet eyes come to mine, stunned, and the flush change registers entirely. And under the table, when I glanced down, her thighs had come open instead of pressed shut, and the inside of one was wet, and it wasn't from anything anyone had given her.

She was past hiding it. Mortified - I could see her catch herself, see her start to close her knees - and then not close them. Leaning, instead, the smallest fraction, toward the next guard already crossing the hall.

The rotation built from there and the two of us took it together.

I'd dropped off the bench to kneel with her on the cold floor by then, hip to hip. When the man after him came I didn't take him first; I set my lips to one side of him and guided her mouth to the other, and we ran our tongues up the length of him from either side until they met at the head, slick and sliding past each other, her wide wet eyes flicking to mine and away. He fed himself between both our mouths by turns, pressing into hers and then into mine, the head of him passing from her lips to my own still warm and wet from her, and I felt her watch what I did with my tongue and try it on the pass after - clumsy, then less clumsy, learning the shape of it off my mouth in real time. When a second man stepped up to my side of the table I took him in my hand and worked him while Hannah mouthed the first, the two of us splitting the labor without a word, teaching by doing, her eyes tracking the twist of my wrist and copying it the moment a cock found her own hand.

She learned fast. She learned frighteningly fast. By the fourth or fifth man she'd stopped needing my hand at her neck - she gagged less, took more, found the breath on her own and even pushed her face forward for it, wanting the depth, chasing the slide of him along her tongue. The tears had dried to clean tracks she didn't bother wiping. A guard fisted a hand in her honey hair and held her down on himself longer than she'd have managed on the first one and she let him, her eyes streaming, her throat working around the head of him, and when he let her up she dragged in air and went straight back down on him without being told. The embarrassed lean from the first one had become something steadier and hungrier, something that still made her flinch at herself between each man but didn't stop her reaching for the next.

One finished fast and pulled back at the last second and striped it warm across her jaw and her open lips; another, a few minutes on, let go across the upturned swell of one heavy breast. She knelt flushed and breathing hard through it, the floor gone numb under her knees, the men still waiting murmuring low and flat across the hall. She didn't flinch back from the one who stepped up after. She lifted her face up the diagonal to find him.

A heavy one spent himself on her tongue without warning - pulsed once against the back of it and held there - and she froze, eyes flying wide to me over his softening length, the question plain on her: am I allowed, what do I do, can I. She didn't know whether she could swallow. She'd never had to know a thing like that.

I showed her.

When he drew out I took her chin and turned her face to mine and kissed her, open, and she understood - let me take it from her mouth into my own in a slow slick pass between us, the salt of him sliding over both our tongues, and I drew back and swallowed and let her watch me swallow.

"Whatever you want with it," I said. "It's yours to decide."

The one who followed finished in her mouth, and she didn't wait to be shown. She turned to me herself, unasked, and gave it to me the same way, her mouth open and seeking mine, sharing it in a kiss she started - and then, later, she swallowed it down on her own and licked her lips and looked almost angry at how little she minded.

They used me too, through all of it - I wasn't only directing. A guard turned my head from Hannah's shoulder with two fingers at my jaw and I took him to the root without being asked, easy, while she took the one beside him, the two of us side by side on our knees at the bolted table with the hall's ordinary morning running on around us - the shuffle of the line re-forming, the dull tap of a belt buckle on metal, the wet working sounds of two mouths kept busy, the disinfectant-and-warm-skin smell of the place. Someone reached down and rolled a thumb over my nipple in passing and the heat dropped low in me and pooled. My body had been up since last night and it answered every cock that came to it, the slick gathering between my own thighs where I knelt, but it wasn't the cocks doing that. It was her. It was kneeling hip to hip with her and feeling the green terrified girl from yesterday burn off into this, right here under my hands, in the span of a single morning - and the more of it I watched happen, the wetter I got, until I had to set my own thighs apart against the concrete just to ease it.

By the time the rotation thinned past noon, what I'd half-seen at my bars on day one had come all the way into the light.

She'd stopped flinching between them. She'd started watching for the next one - turning her head down the hall to see who was crossing, her flushed face open and waiting, her lips already parted. When a stretch went by with no one coming she made a small impatient sound in her throat she had no idea she'd made, and looked at me, and didn't know why I was almost smiling.

Oh, I thought, watching the church girl crane her neck for more. You are going to be a problem.

The senior called the table done in the early afternoon and the floor man walked us to the showers, and the curl-haired girl was already there with the water running warm and two towels folded over her arm.

She didn't ask. She never asked. She took one look at Hannah - at the dried streaks down her cheeks, the spend gone tacky on her chest and her jaw, the slight frame still humming with the morning - and she just turned the spray to where she wanted us and stepped back. We stepped out of our skirts and left them on the hooks. Hannah went still under the warm water with her eyes closed and let it run over her face, and the other girl worked a sponge across her shoulders and down her back, wordless, the way she'd done for me more times than I could count.

Hannah was shaky but she wasn't crying. Yesterday she had wept against my neck in the dark; today her eyes had streamed at the table, but she hadn't wept, not the kind of crying that came from shame. That was the difference between the two days, and it was everything.

She turned to me under the spray with the water beading on her lashes, and her hand came up and pressed flat to the cross at her throat - the first time she'd touched it all day, I realized; she'd forgotten it for hours - and she shifted her weight, one bare foot crossing half over the other.

"Tomorrow," she said, just under the hiss of the water. "Is tomorrow the rest of it."

"Yes," I said. I wasn't going to lie to her. "Tomorrow they open the rest of the roster. You'll be taken properly, and you won't be the one who picks him. I'll be right there - but I can't choose it for you, and I can't stand in for it."

I watched her take that in. Watched for the fear.

It was there - her fingers went tight where they rested, her breath snagged - but it wasn't only fear. I'd lived in that exact body; I knew what it was doing even when its owner didn't. That was the pause at the top of a drop you've already decided to take, and the color climbing her throat at taken properly came from the same low place it had come from at my bars, watching a stranger use me against the steel.

She heard herself, I think. Her eyes dropped. The pink went darker.

"Okay," she said, to the drain. And then, smaller, almost too quiet under the water to catch - but I caught it: "Okay."

She was less afraid of it than she was pretending, and she knew that I knew, and there was nothing to be done with the knowing but let the warm water run.

I took the sponge and washed the morning off Hannah's chest myself while she stood there and let me, the way Megan had once washed it off mine. Through the steam the dark-curled girl lifted her chin a quarter-inch at me, then turned to shut off the far stall.

The afternoon folded itself away around us after that - the wing's ordinary rhythm, the serving window, the light sinking toward amber - and she stayed close through all of it, quieter than she'd been since morning, watching the hall with a face that had stopped pulling itself away from what it found there.

Twelve days remained. The girl beside me had walked in yesterday unable to look at a sofa, and tomorrow the floor would open the rest of it to her. Her mouth was still learning how to want that out loud. Her body had said yes a long time ago.


⚜




Chapter 3: Novak

⚜

The roster was already written when I woke, and I had a name of my own to put against it.

Three weeks and more in my own body had taught me the wing's arithmetic without anyone ever writing it down for me: a new girl's first active day was mouths; the second opened the rest of the floor. The count ran the same as it had run on me. This morning it came up to Hannah's number, and the only piece of it I thought I might still nudge was the man.

I'd lain awake half the night settling on the one I'd ask for - a guard who took his time, one of the ones who read a body before they moved it, who'd give a girl who'd never been opened that way the slow minutes it took to learn she could. I had his name ready, meaning to set it in front of the senior, hoping he'd nod the way he nodded at the small things and let Hannah's first be gentle.

I carried it to the bars at six. The senior was at his post with the morning list under his pencil and his coffee going cold. He looked up before my shadow had finished crossing his counter, and he told me first.

"Novak put his name on her. Last night, before the row was even called." Low, even, not unkind. "I logged it. It's his."

The name went down through me like a swallowed stone. My ready sentence died behind my teeth.

"He doesn't run her firsts," I said. "She's never -"

"I know what she is." No cruelty in it, only the flat fact. "You know how a clean claim goes. He had it in before anyone else reached for it."

I did know. I'd lived under the rule three weeks, long enough to feel how useless it was to flare against a man with grey at his temples who scheduled the whole floor and had already moved his pencil to the next line. He let me stand at his counter. That was the entire size of the indulgence, and it ended there: I could be at her shoulder for it. I could not pick it, and I could not be it.

"Can I stay with her," I said. Not really a question.

"You're already down." He tapped the small mark beside her line. He'd put me there before I crossed the floor.

I looked at his pencil mark and felt the heat that had been banked low in me since waking turn over and complicate itself - because under the cold of the stone, traitor-quiet, my body had already heard Novak and remembered exactly what Novak was, and I hated that it answered at all.

She was at her bars when I came back across the ring, pink with sleep, not yet afraid in the particular way she'd be once she knew the name.

"It's today," I said, when the floor man had keyed her out and walked her to my table and gone. I didn't dress it up. "The rest of the roster. They open it this morning."

It went into her all at once. The cup slipped half an inch in her grip before she caught it. Her mouth opened before any word came, and what closed it again wasn't a word but a hard swallow. The careful church-Sunday set of her shoulders came up out of long habit - and then failed her, because nothing in her was listening to that part of her anymore, and what stood under the bracing wasn't the fear she was reaching for.

I was close enough to see all of it. Her knees had drifted apart under the grey hem and then stopped there, half-decided, neither open nor shut. Her breath had gone short and shallow in that heavy chest the second I said today. The blotches came up her throat, yes - they always came - but it wasn't only the blotches. It was that she didn't ask me to make it stop.

"Who," she said. Barely there.

"His name's Novak." There was no version of him I could hand her that would help, so I gave her the only thing that would. "Listen to me. Whatever you feel today, your body already knows what to do with it - better than it's ever been let. You don't have to be brave. You just have to stop telling it no. And I'll be right there. My hands the whole time. Can you hear me?"

She nodded. The breath she let out came unsteady all the way down, fear and the want braided so tight there was no clean strand left to pull free - the same live wire, and she had no idea I could see it humming in her.

He came for her mid-morning, off the long diagonal, in no hurry at all.

Novak hadn't changed in the weeks since he'd stopped looking at me - lean, close-cropped blond, the sharp blue eyes that gave nothing and took everything. He'd worked twice in my first days to find the place where I'd break, come up empty both times, and somewhere in my third week he'd resolved me into the flat neutrality he gave a locked door. He let me alone now. His eyes went past me to her - the slight frame, the heavy pale weight of her chest - and I watched him read untouched off her in a single sweep and like what he read.

Then he found me planted at her shoulder, exactly where he'd expected, and he smiled.

It was the old one. The first time I'd seen it since the gauntlet, dredged up for the occasion, because here at last was something green and shaking in front of him, the exact thing his cockiness had been built to ruin. Watch this, it said.

I gave him nothing - not a flicker - and held the blank wall of my face until the smile cooled off it and he turned to the work.

"Up," he said to her. One word.

I went with her to the table. It was the bolted one at the center of the hall, the steel that had taken my own body before it ever took hers like this, and just being near it pulled my pulse up a notch. I took the upper end. She came around to me on legs that didn't quite trust the floor, and I caught both her chilled hands in both of mine across the metal and held on.

"Bend her," he didn't say to me, didn't say to anyone - he just laid a flat palm between her shoulder blades and folded her down over the steel, slow and sure, a man who'd done it a hundred times and let his hand take its time about it.

She went down with a small sound. The table took her weight and her breasts spread heavy against it, and the chain slid forward, the little cross hanging useless in the inch of air between her sternum and the steel. Her cheek turned toward me and met the cold of the metal and she gasped at that alone. Her eyes were huge and wet and fixed on my face, and her fingers drove down on mine hard enough that her nails bit my palms, and I held the bite and didn't let go.

"Right here," I told her. "Look at me. Not him. Me."

Behind her he flipped the grey skirt up over her hips, baring her to the room, and I felt the mortification flare through her at being opened like that - felt it in her grip - and felt the moment it lost to the other thing. He ran two unhurried fingers down through her, not testing so much as savoring, and went still.

"Christ," he said. Soft. Almost to himself. "Look at you."

She'd been wet since the door days ago, and she was wetter now, past denying it, past the reach of any sentence with sin in it. His fingers came away gleaming; her face crumpled with the shame of being caught at it; and then, with her mortified eyes still on mine swearing she hadn't, her hips tilted back into his hand. A small helpless rock of her body toward the thing it had been refused for twenty-one years, made all on its own.

"There it is," Novak murmured, satisfaction plain in his voice now. He notched the broad head of himself against her. "Easy now. Hold on."

"Hannah." I pulled her eyes back to mine. "Squeeze my hands. Now plant your feet - yes, there. Breathe out. Long. Now."

She squeezed. She set her stance wider. And on the long breath out - chin dipping, a small certain nod, yes in the whole set of her before she could think to be ashamed of it - he drove into her.

There was no inch-by-inch in Novak. He took her through the last thing no man had ever reached in one hard, controlled shove, seated himself to the root, and her cry broke open across the table - pain in it, shock, the burn of being filled all at once by something she had no map for. Her whole slight frame jolted up the table and her hands clamped white on mine, and I leaned down close to her wet cheek and breathed her through the worst of it.

"I've got you. It hurts and then it doesn't - let it. Don't hold it. Let your body have it."

He didn't wait for the burn to ease. He set straight into a hard, even rhythm, pulling almost out and slamming home, the bolted table giving a low groan against its floor anchors, her breasts dragging against the tabletop with every stroke. For the first of those strokes she sobbed, face screwed tight, her body shocked white around him.

And then it turned.

I felt it through her hands before I heard it in her - the grip going less like drowning and more like reaching. The strokes that had been pain a breath ago started landing somewhere else in her entirely. Her cries climbed and cracked and came down into a register I'd never heard out of her, lower, helpless, openmouthed and gone, and the screwed-shut of her face came loose into something stunned wide. Her hips began to move. They were meeting him before the rest of her had caught up to it - a slight rock back to take him deeper, then again, then chasing it outright, and Novak felt that and his eyes flicked up off her with a flat animal interest, because he hadn't expected it either.

He gave her more. He fisted a hand in the honey hair and drew her head up off the steel, and she gasped and bore down and clenched - it went straight up my arms, the whole-body grip of it - and the slap of his hips against the backs of her thighs went sharp and fast and obscene in the open hall. The more it became a thing being done to her, the louder and looser and further gone she got.

I was wet myself by then, soaked and climbing under the cover of holding her down. The smell of her had filled the air between us - skin and want and soap and warm metal - and my own hips had found the table's edge without my asking, pressing into it each time hers rocked back, my pulse going hard in my throat. Her nails opened little crescents in my palms and I welcomed them.

"There you are," Novak said over her - not for her, for the simple pleasure of being right.

She was nearly there. I knew that edge the way you know a stair in the dark - I'd been bent over this same table at this same angle and felt myself go over it - and I knew the one thing that would tip her, because I knew what had once tipped me. I put my mouth at her ear, under his rhythm, pitched for her alone.

"That's it," I said. "Let it take you. Good girl."

The words struck somewhere low and open in her and pulled the floor out.

She came around him with a cry that bent every head in the hall, loud and astonished and without a scrap of shame, fluttering so hard around him that it stalled his rhythm for half a beat before he fucked her straight through it into the next. She couldn't stop coming. That was the part that undid her - I could see it plain on her wide-open face turned to mine - not that she wanted it to end, but that she'd never been told a body could take her over this completely, and the size of it frightened her worse than the pain had. She had no reins left to reach for, and some new part of her didn't want them. She shook from her shoulders to her bare feet and made the sounds and the table rocked on its anchors, and she looked at me the whole way through it like I'd know what to do with what was happening to her.

Over her back, while she came, Novak found my eyes and held them - the smirk gone all the way to triumph now, daring me to feel beaten. I held his look flat and let nothing cross my face. But the truth was it wasn't him I was feeling. It was her, and it was doubled, and it ached. I'd planned her a gentle first and lost it; that was the grief. And under the grief, lower and hotter and not sad at all, was the plain bodily recognition - that was me, here, on this steel - the stunned animal in me answering the stunned animal in her.

He rode her down through the aftershock and up into a second crest that caught her off guard and broke another cry out of her. Then his rhythm went ragged, and he yanked free and stripped himself the last strokes and spilled in thick ropes across the small of her back, marking her the way he marked everything he wanted the room to know he'd had. He stood a moment getting his breath over his own work cooling on her skin. Then he tucked himself away, pulled the skirt back down over it, and walked off down the diagonal without a word or another glance at either of us - short, done, gone, the way he'd come.

Hannah stayed bent over the table, her cheek to the metal, her hands slack in mine, her breath sawing, the wet run down both her thighs. When she found a voice at all it came out wrecked and wondering, and it wasn't sin and it wasn't sorry, it was -

"I didn't -" Her eyes swam up to mine, stunned wide open. "I didn't know it could be like that."

"I know," I said. I smoothed the damp hair off her face. "I know you didn't."

I couldn't walk her straight off, because the morning wasn't done with me either.

A guard had been at the post the whole time, watching the table the way the room watches a thing like that, and when Novak left him the place he crossed and took it. He didn't say anything to me. He didn't need to. He turned me away from the table with a hand at my hip, walked me the two short steps to the nearest sofa back, and bent me over the worn leather, the grey skirt shoved up to my waist, and pushed into me with one easy stroke into a body that gave him no resistance at all.

I was already soaked. Ten minutes at Hannah's ear had done that - her hands crushing mine, her sounds changing, the smell of her still in my mouth - and I'd been climbing the whole time under the work of holding her steady. So when he seated himself in me I was halfway up the slope before he'd found his pace. I braced my palms on the leather and let him take what he'd come to take, and the low coil of it pulled tight and bright and ready.

It didn't take long. He was thorough and ordinary and exactly enough, his grip bruising at my hip, the leather creaking under me, and when I came it was with Hannah held in the corner of my eye, still folded over the table - the sight of her wrecked and open like that, the watching and the nearness, doing more than the cock ever could. He finished in me a few strokes after, breathed out, pulled free, and was gone the same direction Novak had gone. I came upright and tugged the skirt back down and stood a second with my heart going, wet and warm and stupidly alive, and didn't bother anymore to wonder why.

I took her to the showers when her legs would carry her.

She got there ahead of me - stepped under the middle spray on her own, still in the grey skirt, too dazed to think of taking it off, and turned her face up into the water before I'd reached the doorway. Something she'd never once have done a day ago. The east-corridor stalls had emptied out this late in the morning; for once it was only the two of us and the water hissing off the concrete.

I stripped out of my own skirt, eased the soaked grey one down off her hips and hung them both, and stood in behind her under the warm. Novak's mark had run grey low across her back. I soaped the thick of it away in slow circles while the water carried it down the drain, and she let me, both hands on the rail, her head dropped, her eyes half shut on nothing. No tears this time. Two nights ago she'd wept against my neck after my hands and mouth; today her face held nothing that needed comforting - only that wide, faraway, replaying stillness, the whole morning running again somewhere behind her eyes.

"Is it always," she said, to the tile. Then made herself finish it. "Is it always like that."

"No," I said. "That was him. That's his weather, not the wing's - there's gentle in here too, and there's slow, and you'll have all of it." I rinsed the last of the soap from her and turned her under the warm to face me. "But yes. It can be like that. It's going to be like that a lot, for a body like yours. I think you already know that."

She didn't argue it. That was the change, right there in the not-arguing - the church girl who'd come shaking to my bars with it's a sin, I shouldn't took the truth of herself now without one word against it, her hand nowhere near the cross at her throat. Her face had gone quiet and certain in a way it hadn't been since she came through the door. I knew the look. I'd worn it under this same water after my own day three: the stunned quiet that comes once you've stopped fighting yourself and lost on purpose.

She tipped her face back into the spray and pushed the wet hair off her forehead, already somewhere past the moment, already - I could see it - wondering about tomorrow.

Eleven days remained. There was no putting her back into the girl who'd come through that security door with her arms crossed over herself, unable to meet the room. Whatever had opened on that table was staying open. I wasn't sure I'd want to close it if I could.


⚜




Chapter 4: Training

⚜

The specialist found me at my table before the porridge line had cleared.

I knew his work before I knew his face - a man in his mid-forties with a methodical stillness about him, the same one who'd knelt by my own cot in my second week with a tray and a clipboard and taught my body to take what it now took without a thought. He didn't ask whether I'd help. The senior had already decided I would; I read it in the floor man unlocking Hannah's row a beat early and then walking her nowhere, just leaving her door standing open across the ring.

"You'll run the hands," the specialist said. He set a soft black case on my table and unzipped it without ceremony. "I'll run the order. She's down for the afternoon slot after, so we want her loose and easy by noon, not sore. You take it slow or you set her back a week." He lifted things out and laid them in a neat row on the steel: a harness of black webbing, a slim silicone cock the deep color of a bruise, a bottle, a tray of plugs sorted small to not-small - the largest turned face-down so it wouldn't be the first thing she saw when I carried the case in - a slim wand, and a flat folded square that opened on a pair of lined clamps. "Smallest first. Five minutes seated before you size up. You don't move on until the last one stops being news to her. Clear?"

"Clear."

He held the look a moment longer - not unkindly, just the flat once-over of a man making sure my hands were steady - and being looked at that way, handed the wing's equipment and told to be its careful hands on another girl, dropped low and warm through me before I'd decided to let it. I was the thing the program reached for now. That was its own slow heat, and I felt it bank behind my ribs and stay.

I gathered the case and crossed the ring to her open door.

Hannah sat on the edge of the made cot with her knees together and her hands folded on top of them, and she watched me come in with the case the way you watch weather build on a horizon you can't outrun.

"They told you," she said.

"They told me." I set the case on the shelf and sat beside her, close, my hip against hers. "Today's the back. First time for that too." I kept it plain. "I'm the one doing it. All morning it's just me - no one else lays a hand on you until the afternoon. The specialist may look in to check my work, but he won't touch you, I promise. Nothing happens fast. You'll feel everything coming."

Color climbed her throat, quick and uneven, and her knees pressed tighter, and her shoulders pulled back into the old chapel-stiff posture that didn't fit her anymore. "That's the -" She stopped. Her voice dropped. "Where I'm from, that's the one they don't even - it's the worst one. You're not supposed to even want to know."

"And do you," I said. "Want to know."

She didn't answer with a word. She answered with her thighs, which shifted against each other where she sat, and with the breath that went shallow and high in that heavy chest, and with her eyes cutting once to the slim dark shape laid out in the open case and coming back hot. Three days ago she'd have called the heat in her face fear and believed it. She knew better now. I watched her hate, just a little, how badly she wanted to find out - and the wanting won anyway, as it had won every hour since the security door.

"Lie down," I said. "On your front, pillow under your hips."

She went.

I drew the skirt off her and folded it onto the shelf, and there was the rest of her, laid out pale on the grey wool - the slim taper of her waist, the soft swell where her hip met the cot, the heavy press of her breasts spread to either side underneath her. I knelt up behind her and ran both palms up the backs of her thighs and over the round of her, and she made a small sound into the mattress and settled by a degree under the warmth of being touched without being asked for anything yet.

"I'm going to take this slow," I said, low, against the small of her back. "The way it was done for me, before anything bigger than a finger ever got near me back there. Tell me if you want it to stop. Otherwise let me work."

I started with my mouth.

I licked up the inside of one thigh to the crease of her and back down the other, unhurried, and felt her breath change. Then I parted her with my thumbs and put my tongue to the tight little ring of her, and Hannah Bell let out a noise of pure scandalized shock into the wool - a whole upbringing's worth of not there, never there breaking against the wet flat heat of my tongue circling her there. Her hips bucked once, a flinch away, and then they didn't. Then they pushed back. I stayed at it, patient, soft, until the clenched little knot of her went loose against my mouth and her breath came down ragged and long and her hands had fisted in the blanket not to get away but to hold on.

"There," I murmured. "Feel that? That's pressure, not pain. If it ever turns sharp we stop - but it won't, not the way I'll take you."

I worked a hand under her and found her clit with two slick fingers while my mouth stayed where it was, and she was running wet, soaked as she'd been since her first morning, the proof of her plain on the inside of both thighs. I rolled it in steady circles and felt the tension climb into her shoulders, and only when she'd begun to rock helplessly between my mouth behind and my fingers in front did I wet my thumb and bring it to the ring my tongue had softened and press - just barely, just the first suggestion of in.

"Let your stomach drop," I said. "Breathe it down, and give for me as you do."

She breathed out. I pressed. The tip of my thumb sank past the first resistance and her whole back went tight and then - on the breath, exactly where I'd put it - eased, gave, took it. She gasped, and the gasp climbed at the end into something that was not fear at all.

"That's it," I said. "You did that. Not me."

I gave her my thumb to the first knuckle and no more, held it there, and stroked her clit until she came on it - quick and bewildered and shaking, a small bright unraveling that left her panting flat against the cot with my thumb still seated shallow inside her and her own slick painting my wrist. She turned her flushed cheek to the side and breathed, and didn't think to be ashamed of any of it.

"That's once," I told her. "Now we build."

I worked her loose across the next stretch of morning in the order the specialist had taught it, only with my hands where his had been gloved and my mouth where he'd had nothing at all.

One finger, slicked, the same quiet cue each time - let it open, let me in - until one was nothing. Then two, and the low stunned sound she made when I scissored them gentle and she felt herself give. The smallest plug after that, tapered and patient, easing in to its seat while I kept two fingers in her cunt and my thumb at her clit so the new pressure arrived wrapped in pleasure she already trusted. I held it the five minutes he'd said, my mouth at her shoulder, talking low nonsense - that's all it is, just full, just held, soften around it - until the strange of it wore off her and she'd stopped clenching and started, helplessly, to push back against the seat of it.

"More," she said into the wool. The first time she'd ever asked for her own pleasure out loud - not reassurance, not an answer to a question, just more. It came out of her astonished, like she'd caught herself.

I sized up. The larger plug took longer and she took it anyway, sobbing once at the widest of it and then sighing it home, and by the time it seated she'd learned the trick of her own body - the long breath, the deliberate give, how bearing down at the right second turned the pressure into something that ran forward and lit her clit from the inside. She found the trick and used it - this girl who three days ago couldn't stand to be looked at, working herself unashamed back onto a plug while she panted into a prison cot.

Then I lifted the harness out of the case. I shoved my own skirt up around my waist, stepped into the webbing and drew it up my thighs, snugged the straps at my hips, and the slim dark cock stood out from me obscene and ready. The base of it pressed in tight against my own slick where it sat, and I felt my breath go at that - at the buckle settling over me, at the weight of the thing jutting out where the wing had decided it should, at being, for the length of this morning, the wing's own hands turned on its newest girl. I was wetter than I'd reckoned on. I'd been climbing since I knelt down. Doing this to her - it had its hooks in me low and would not let go, and I had to breathe through it the same as she did.

"Up on your knees, down at the foot of the cot," I said. "Hands on the bars. I'm going to settle you in front first - the part you already know - and then we go where you've never been. You'll feel it coming the whole way. Yes?"

"Yes." No hesitation in it now. She got her knees under her and her hands around the cold steel and pushed her hips back at me before I'd even slicked the cock, hunting it.

I sank into her cunt first, slow and full, one hand spread warm on her hip. She was so wet I went to the root in one long glide, and she dropped her head between her arms and moaned at being filled by something with a body behind it, something that could hold her and reach for her clit at the same time, and I did - brought my free hand around and under and rolled her where she needed it while I found an easy rhythm against her. I let her get used to the give of it. I let her start to chase. When she was rocking back greedy to meet me, gone soft and loud, I drew out, eased the larger plug free - slow, until she gasped at the empty ache of it - and brought the freshly slicked head up to the place I'd worked open, one hand still at her front, and pressed.

"Match me, don't brace," I said. "Bear down, and let the next inch happen."

She breathed. I pressed in, and the patience of the whole morning paid out at once - she gave, by a slow degree and then another, and the head of the cock eased past the tight ring of her and into the deeper give beyond, and Hannah's voice broke up out of her in a long shaking cry that had nothing of pain left in it. I went by inches. I stopped each time her breath caught and circled her clit until the catch turned into a push, then gave her another inch, and another, until I was rooted in her and my hips lay flush against her ass and she was sobbing into her own arms - not weeping, gone, undone in a way I felt all up the length of the harness pressed against me.

"Now I'm going to move," I said. "Don't hold it. Ride it forward with me."

I moved. Long, even strokes, the base grinding back against my own clit with every one so that I was climbing right alongside her, my breath ragged in the small cell, and I reached around and kept her clit under my fingers and worked the two together - the slow drag behind and the steady pressure in front - until she came undone a second time. She came around the cock with my name in her mouth - Kira, Kira, oh - astonished, helpless, clenching down so hard and sweet that I had to grip her hip and breathe to keep from going over with her, my own release banked just behind the doing of it, throbbing, denied.

I held her through the shake of it and eased free, and she dropped to the wool boneless, breathing like she'd surfaced from deep water.

I let her come all the way back before I gave her the rest.

When her breathing had evened, I eased the larger plug back into the loosened heat of her, gentle, so she'd hold the shape of what she'd taken, and she sighed it home like an old friend now. The wand came next, set low at first, a single steady note humming against her clit, just enough to keep her hips remembering. She rolled into it and let her thighs fall open, easy with it now.

Then the clamps. I warmed each in my hand and kissed the big drawn-tight peak of her first, and when the bite of the first one landed she jolted with a high broken cry and clenched hard around the plug seated in her. The second made her arch right up off the wool. Some wire I'd never known strung between her chest and her core lit all at once, and every shift of her body after pulled on it - the wand singing low, the fullness behind, the sweet sharp pinch at each nipple, all of it firing together. She twisted and ground back and sobbed and came a third time, helpless, and I knelt over her while the last apology went out of her and she reached for the blanket and held on instead.

When the last shudder had run out of her I clicked the wand off and set it aside, unsnapped the clamps one at a time - she hissed at the blood coming back, then sighed - and left only the plug seated, so her body could rest the midday around the shape of it.

The specialist looked in at the door near the end, clipboard under his arm, and took in the slack loose state of her with a small nod, satisfied. His eyes moved off her and onto me, still buckled into the harness, still soaked behind it and shaking with the want I'd held off all morning, and I knew the look before he crossed the cell. The morning had wound me too tight and he saw exactly where to put his hands. My hips had already shifted, my body recognizing what was coming and reaching for it, before he'd touched me at all.

I worked the harness off my hips and let it drop, and he turned me by the shoulder and folded me down over the foot rail of the cot, clear of where Hannah lay, and pushed into me from behind. There was no inch of me that didn't open for him at once. I was so far gone I came on his third stroke, hard and fast and grateful, my forehead dropped to the cold metal, the slick of the whole morning still smeared up the inside of my thighs. He finished, tucked himself away, took up his clipboard, and went - no word the whole time, none needed. I straightened and let my breath come back.

Hannah watched the last of it from where she lay, plugged and fucked-loose and golden-flushed, her dazed eyes tracking me the way she'd tracked the guard at my bars on her very first day - only without an ounce of fear left in the watching now.

I pulled my skirt back down over my hips and tugged the wool up over her.

"Rest," I told her. "The afternoon's a bigger thing than me."

She slept some of the midday off, plug seated, while I sat against the bars with a paperback open and unread on my knee.

When the floor man keyed the privilege slot in the early afternoon, the man who filled her doorway blocked the hall light out of it.

Darius had to turn his shoulders to come through. Six-foot-four and built like the wing had poured him out of something heavier than the rest of us - dark skin gone matte in the cell's hard light, a shaved head, a chest like a door, forearms roped thick. His size arrived by patience, not force; he moved slow, so the world wouldn't flinch, and when his eyes found the small pale girl curled on the cot they gentled. He'd been my own apex once, before the reception found me bigger men still. I knew exactly what he carried and exactly how he carried it, which was why the senior had put his name down, and why I only nodded at the sense of it. Where Novak was a blade, Darius knew how to wait. I'd opened her there myself this morning, gently, on the strapon; Darius was the first man to have her that way, the first real size - and there was no contest between him and Novak except the one Hannah's body was about to settle for itself.

"Up here with me," I said to her, and took my place kneeling on the floor at the head of the cot. "I'm right here. Eyes on me, hands in mine. Let him set the pace - he knows how to wait. Trust me on that one."

She got up onto her hands and knees facing me, her arms braced either side of mine, her face inches from mine. I uncapped the bottle, slicked my hand, reached back and worked the plug out of her - she'd held it for hours and gasped at the empty - and slid two fingers into the loose, ready heat to show him where the morning had got her.

Darius watched. He set one broad hand flat on the round of her, near covering it, poured the slick down himself unhurried, and notched the blunt head of himself where my fingers had been, and even that - just the head, just the plain fact of his breadth against her - made her eyes fly wide and lock on mine.

"It's a lot," I told her, soft. "I know. He's a lot. Don't tense up on him. Push back like you're pushing him out, not holding him off - that's the whole trick. Drop your weight and let him in."

He fed her the first of his width as she breathed, and her mouth fell open on a soundless shape, and her arms shook either side of me. He stopped. He held there, vast and patient, let her feel the broad spread of just that much, and only when her breath came back did he ease in another measured inch of himself. He read her the whole way - every tightening, he went still; every softening, he gave her more - and I knelt at her head, her fingers laced tight through mine, and talked her down the length of him.

"There's more of him," I said. "There's always more. Stay loose. You're taking it - look at me - you're taking him."

She took him. He sank into her by slow heavy degrees until the broad of him was rooted deep and his hips met her at last, and Hannah hung over me trembling and full of more than she'd had in her in her whole life, a girl who at dawn had never had anything back there now stuffed to the root with the wing's gentle giant, her eyes streaming and fixed on mine, her mouth working on no words.

Then he moved.

"Oh - oh God, more -"

It was the only word left in her. Whatever prayer she'd been raised to reach for had no hold on her now. He gave it to her - deep and unhurried, the whole weight of him rolling into her and drawing back and rolling in again, his low voice rumbling something steady down over her that I felt more than heard, the heavy drag of him reaching a place that lit her from the floor of herself. She came on the size of him alone, untouched, sobbing it into the air between our faces - more, more, don't stop, more - every cry the same helpless animal note while a man twice her size fucked it patiently out of her and I held her hands through all of it. She crested and he carried her straight up into another, and she let him, greedy now, rolling back to meet the weight of him, gone.

He finished deep, rooted to the hilt, his big frame stilling over her as he spilled, one broad hand splayed gentle on her back through it. Then he drew out by the same careful inches he'd gone in, mindful even leaving, and Hannah sank flat to the cot with a long broken sigh and a wet warmth leaking out of her and her face turned into the wool, wrecked and grinning.

Darius rested one huge hand on the crown of her head, gentle enough to make my throat tighten. His eyes met mine - no smirk in them, nothing of Novak, just the quiet between two people who'd known each other's bodies. Then he rose, ducked the doorframe, and was gone back into the hall light.

Hannah lay on her front a long while after, throbbing, loose-limbed, grinning up sideways at the grey ceiling like it had personally surprised her.

I sat on the floor with my back to the cot and my shoulder against her arm and let her float. The whole cell smelled of slick and warm skin and the faint clean bite of the lube. Her hand found my hair where it hung and threaded into it, idle, like she'd decided it was hers.

"Three weeks ago," I said, "I came through that door no different than you. Kept my eyes off the sofas. Sure my own body was something to be sorry for. That was me - right down to the face you're making."

She huffed a laugh against the mattress, the first real one I'd heard out of her, and turned her cheek to look at me with one eye. The flush had cooled to a low even gold across her chest and throat. Her hands stayed loose in the blanket. For once she didn't reach for anything to forgive her - didn't reach for the cross, hadn't all morning, as if she'd forgotten it was there.

"What's left," she said. Shy and not shy at all - the question of a girl who already suspected she was going to like the answer. "After - that. What's left to do."

"Tomorrow you find out what you ask for when nobody's teaching you," I said. It landed; her thighs shifted on the wool at the sound of it. "The wing's just yours. No firsts, no one big standing in the door - just the floor, whatever they hand you, and your own appetite, all day."

"And after that?"

"The room," I said, smoothing the honey hair back off her damp face. "Warm light. People watching. We'll talk about it tomorrow. You've done enough firsts for one day."

She didn't look frightened. She looked, lying there throbbing and used-soft and unbothered by the spend still leaking out of her, like a person turning a gift over in her hands to see it from every side.

Ten days left on my own count, I thought, and let it sit lightly, the way I'd taught myself to. Ten days, and then the door, and a girl across the ring who'd be here long after it closed behind me - already most of the way to whatever it was I'd become. I got up and pulled the wool over her and let her drift, and my own body, used once already and still not settled, the edge taken off but not the want, hummed quietly on under the grey skirt and asked me, not for the first time, what exactly I thought I'd be taking home.


⚜




Chapter 5: Unleashed

⚜

Iwoke into the amber before the lights, and when they came up white at six I looked across the ring first thing, the way I'd taken to doing, and the girl in Megan's old cell was already at her bars.

She wasn't braced against them or hunched over herself against the morning. When the floor man keyed the row she rolled her own door back and stepped into the opening, and there Hannah stood in the grey skirt with her weight loose on one hip and her bare chest turned to the hall, taking the wing's waking like a room she'd decided she belonged to. Four mornings back she'd crossed that twenty feet of concrete with her arms clamped over herself and her face gone to patches. Now she stood in the flat wash of the fluorescents and let the whole floor have the look of her, and her hands hung easy at her sides, and when a guard's gaze dragged down the heavy pale weight of her and back up, she only let it land.

She didn't flinch. I lay still a moment, and the low pull of it had already started in me, the day not an hour old.

The specialist came for her before the serving line had cleared.

He had the soft black case under his arm, the same one from yesterday with a different plug riding in it today, and he crossed the ring to her open door without a glance at me, because today wasn't a day he needed my hands for. I came anyway. I stood at her bars while he sat her on the edge of the cot and talked her through it in his flat methodical way, and I kept my eyes on her face, because her face was the whole story now.

He lifted the day-plug from the case last, after the bottle, and set it in his gloved palm where she could see it. It was bigger than any plug they'd put in her - broader through the middle and longer than any plug she'd worn the day before, the silicone matte black and seamed with a low seated weight. He thumbed a small flat control to show her, and the thing woke in his hand with an even drone.

Understanding crossed her face before she could school it away.

There was no fear in it. On her first morning it would have been fear, and before Greystone she'd have called it sin and meant it down to her bones. What surfaced now, quick and unhidden, was closer to the look she'd turned on the sofas that first day - that green starving thing, except there was nothing green left in it. Her thighs pressed once where she sat. Her eyes stayed on the plug and didn't dart off it the way they once would have, and the breath she pulled was too shallow to be anything but wanting. She'd stopped bothering to pretend she didn't want to know what it would do to her.

"On your front," the specialist said. "Knees under you."

She went. He worked her open the careful clinical way he'd once opened me - the bottle, the slow press, no mouth, no coaxing. He didn't need to coax this one. She gave for him easy, loose from yesterday, and when he seated the broad of it home she made a sound into the wool that had nothing of endurance in it. Then he thumbed the control and the drone dropped low and lived, and her whole slight frame went taut on the cot and the sound she made climbed and broke.

"All day," he told her, snapping the glove off his wrist. "Stays in, stays on. You work around it." He gathered the case and rose. "Mouths and the front today. Nothing behind - that's spoken for." He nodded once at the plug seated and humming in her. "It's got the back."

He went. Hannah stayed kneeling a moment with her forehead down on the wool, breathing through the low live thing now set in her, and when she got up and worked the skirt down over her hips and came out into the hall she moved differently than she had an hour before - careful and aware, every step landing on something deep, her hips making small helpless corrections she didn't seem to choose.

I took my sofa and my paperback, meaning to read. My coffee was already going cold on the bolted table beside me, the way it would stay all morning. I knew what the day was going to be. I just hadn't yet understood that I wouldn't be able to take my eyes off it.

It started mid-morning, and it started with her crossing the hall to it.

That was the first thing the plug changed - not her body yet, but the direction she pointed it. A guard had dropped onto the far sofa off the night rotation, one of the broad ones, belt already open and his uniform shirt pulled tight across heavy shoulders, and he hadn't so much as looked her way. Hannah went to him. She crossed the concrete on the hum of the plug with her color high and climbed straight up into his lap, a knee planted to either side of his thick thighs, reached down between them and brought him to where she wanted him and sank.

I'd seen her taken all week. I hadn't seen her take. The difference sat me up on my sofa.

She went down on him slow, working the thick of him into her in one long drop of her hips, and her mouth fell open and stayed open. The guard grunted and settled both big hands at her waist - hands that near met around the slim of her - and let her have it, let her set it, watching the heavy sway of her chest as she found the bottom of him and ground there.

And the plug was working her the whole time.

The drone never stopped and never dropped, a current with no off switch to it, and it had her halfway gone before the man under her had done a single thing. She rocked on him and the vibration rode up through her on every grind, front and back lit at once, and her head went back and the sounds spilling out of her were already the loose helpless ones it had taken Novak's whole weight to drag out of her over the bolted table. She wasn't building toward it. The plug had already carried her past the place she used to have to climb to.

He let her ride until she'd found her own rhythm, and then he took it from her. Planted his boots on the concrete and drove up into her from below, hard, both hands clamping her hips down to meet him, and the flat slap of them together carried across the hall. Hannah cried out and braced her palms on his chest and took it. Every drive up met whatever the plug had already woken in her, the cock and the current stacking, until she was shaking on top of him with her mouth wide and nothing held back anywhere in her, riding down to meet what he gave and grinding for more on every lift.

She came faster than she had the day before. Faster than Novak's table, faster than Darius, faster than I'd ever come my own first week on anything - a handful of hard strokes and she was gone, clenching and crying out and grinding herself down through it. And it didn't finish her - nothing else had ever done what the plug did here. She came, and instead of dropping off the far side of it the way a body does, she stayed up, stayed lit, the vibration carrying her straight through the aftershock and into reaching for more before the man beneath her had even spent himself.

He finished in her, hauling her down hard by the hips, and she rode it out still moving. When he softened and lifted her off and set her on her feet, she swayed there a second with him running slick down the inside of her thigh, and she didn't wipe it, and she didn't go quiet, and she didn't look to me to tell her it was alright.

She looked down the hall for the next one.

I sat with my breath gone short, the heat live and low in me from nothing but watching - the girl who'd come to my bars her first night sick with shame at her own wanting, standing in the center of the floor now, dripping and hunting. My thighs had pressed themselves together under the skirt without my asking them to. I uncrossed them. It didn't help.

She went after the next one herself.

By the time the trays were cleared and the clatter of the serving line had thinned to nothing she'd been to the window and back - leaned across the counter to the guard working it and said something low I didn't catch, and he'd set down what he was holding and taken her right there against the steel lip of it, quick and standing. Her cheek pressed flat to the cold metal, her skirt shoved up over the round of her, the vibration humming on through it while she rocked back to take him, and the two men waiting behind in no particular hurry. From there she went to the curl-haired girl's regular, the lean one who only ever took the same girl on the same east-wall sofa, and she didn't wait to be picked - she stood square in front of him and asked, plain, and he looked at her a long moment and then made room.

The wing reached for me somewhere in the middle of it.

A guard came off the post and crossed to my sofa, and I set the book face-down on the cushion and turned for him without a word, knees up and forearms folded over the back of it, and he pushed into me from behind and worked me at the flat unhurried pace of an ordinary morning. I came easy. I'd been most of the way there for an hour, soaked from watching her and not from anything his hands were doing, and when I went over it was with Hannah three sofas down in the corner of my eye, head thrown back on the serving-window guard's replacement. The leather had gone warm and tacky against my skin and stuck where my thigh pressed it. His grip bruised at my hip and I welcomed the press of it, ground back into him to chase the last of it, and he finished and tucked himself away and went back to the post. I pulled the skirt down and picked the book back up, the spine cracked white where I'd bent it open to the same page, and didn't read a word of it.

By noon she'd stopped moving between encounters and started gathering them.

It happened on the long leather at the center of the hall, where three of them had drifted into her orbit at once and she'd quit choosing between them. She went down onto the cushions on her hands and knees and took the nearest into her mouth at the head of the sofa while another knelt up behind and slid into the front of her - only the front, the plug humming untouched where nothing would go today - and she worked them both at once, rocking between the cock in her throat and the cock in her cunt. The gag she'd fought on her second day barely caught her now; she took the one at her mouth deep and wet and easy, spit slicking down her chin and roping where he drew back, and pushed forward for more. When a third stepped close she reached out half-blind and wrapped her hand around him and pulled him into the rhythm too.

No one was holding her there. She ran it, both ends - pushed back onto the one behind her to take him deeper, drew the man at her lips in by the hip, kept the third warm in her fist for when she wanted him. The vibration never let up under any of it, and she'd built her whole body around the low note of it by now, every motion routed through it, so that the men only gave her more places to put what it was doing to her. In my own first week I'd have read a girl in that position as enduring, and I'd have been wrong - wrong even about myself.

By then two others had already spent themselves on her, and she'd left it where it fell. One had drawn out of her mouth and striped it warm across her cheek and the line of her jaw; another had let go across the high pale swell of her chest, and it had slid and pooled and gone tacky there as she moved. She wore two men down her front now as though shame were a language she no longer spoke. If she knew it was drying on her, nothing in her face showed it. She finished the one behind her - clenched and cried out around the one filling her mouth and rode it straight through - then turned her head, the man at her mouth pulling free spent and leaving her swallowing, and took the third past her lips, while the one she'd just milked sat back on the leather to watch her go.

Across the hall the day-one blonde had gone still with a guard half-done in her lap, looking. The curl-haired girl set her tea down untouched. The two of them traded a glance I knew the exact shape of, because I'd traded it about other girls myself - the flat lifted-brow acknowledgment the wing gives a thing it didn't see coming. Even the regulars, the ones who'd watched every kind of body come through this floor, had drifted a few steps closer than the morning strictly called for. She held the center of the room now, and the room knew it.

The disbelief and the heat came up in me together, watching her hold it, and I couldn't have told you where the one stopped and the other started.

The afternoon stretched long and she didn't wear out. That was the cruelest gift the thing gave her.

A body comes to the end of itself eventually - even mine, even now - reaches the place where it's been wrung enough and wants the quiet. She never got there. Each pause only wound her tighter, the vibration keeping her at a low simmer through every gap, through the stretches when no one was on her, so that she never came all the way down, never settled, never lost the edge of wanting it. By mid-afternoon she'd been used more times than I could have counted if I'd been counting, and she moved through the hall fucked-loose and slick-thighed and marked down the front, her head turning toward every belt that came open anywhere in the room, fingers flexing when a man was slow at his buckle.

Late in the day she came to where I sat, and not to talk.

There was a guard already sharing it with me - he'd taken me a few minutes before, unhurried, and stayed sprawled at the far end of the cushions with his uniform open, in no rush to get back to the post, his forearm thrown along the back of the sofa near my shoulder. By then Hannah didn't cross the room so much as claim it. She came over marked and bright-eyed and chose the man at my side without looking to anyone for leave, swung a knee over his thighs, took him in her hand and brought him into her and sank down with a long broken sound - and she did it a hand's breadth from me with no more thought for the shame that had once owned her than for the spend gone tacky on her chest.

She rode him there beside me. The plug hummed between us close enough that I felt the faint live note of it where her hip pressed mine on the cushion, and she worked herself on him with her head dropping forward and her breath climbing, chasing it the way she chased everything now. And the man under her, one hand on her hip, reached the other across the small space between us and laid it flat on my thigh and slid it up under the grey hem, and my body answered him before I'd decided anything at all - opened, slicked, tilted toward his hand the way her hips were tilting onto his cock. I'd been wet all day. Watching her had kept me there the same as the vibration kept her. So when his fingers found me I was already soft and open and gone, and I let my head fall back against the leather and let him work me with his hand while the girl I'd been walking through her first days rode him to pieces at my side.

She finished with her forehead dropped to my shoulder.

She'd reached for me at the end - not for steadying, the way she'd crushed my hands over Novak's table, but only to put herself against something warm while it took her - and she came down hard with her face tucked in the crook of my neck, every fine line of her shaking, the plug singing on through it. When she could shape words she said it against my skin, wrecked and wondering and not nearly quiet enough to be only to herself:

"I don't understand how I lived before this."

The man's fingers were still working me. I was close, climbing on his hand and on the sound of her and on the warm shaking weight of her against my shoulder, and the recognition came up through me right then - not instead of the pleasure but folded into it, landing in my body at the very instant the climb did.

"I know," I said. My voice came out unsteady. "I said almost exactly that - about a week back."

I didn't tell her the rest of it - that it was the place talking through her, the wing's oldest trick, the one it had worked on me: take a body that had been told no its whole life, and show it yes until the no washes out for good. I kept the rest back, because the other true thing had its own weight under my ribs, hot and low and disbelieving and proud. I did this. I'd crossed the floor to her bars on her first morning the way Megan once crossed to mine; I'd put my hands and my mouth and my patience on her; and the green shaking girl was gone, and what knelt at my side now riding a stranger down to nothing was something I'd helped this place make of her. Both were true. The pride and the place, the same breath. I came on the guard's hand with the weight of her on my shoulder and let them both be true at once.

They pulled the plug at six.

The specialist came back for it the way he'd come with it, and he had her kneel up on the cot and eased it out of her - she gasped at the leaving of it, the long broad weight drawing free, and then went very still at the absence it left behind, the deep tender hollow where the vibration had lived all day. He clicked it dark in his hand, and the cell went quiet for the first time since morning. Hannah knelt there a beat in the new silence with one hand pressed low to her own belly - the same flat hand she'd pressed there at my bars four nights ago, calling herself a sinner - except now she held it there like she already missed the thing that had been humming under it.

After he'd gone I sat down beside her on the cot. She was loose and worn and warm, still marked down the front, the whole day all over her.

"Tomorrow's the room," I said.

She turned her head. She didn't ask what I meant - she'd known the shape of it since I'd named it yesterday, the warm light, the people watching. Her knees parted a little where she sat, and the breath she drew caught high in her, anticipation now without one thread of fear braided through it.

"The men there," she said. "The ones for the room. Are they -" She didn't have the words for what she was reaching after. She'd only had words for any of this for four days. "Are they bigger."

"Some of them." I weighed how to give it to her, and decided she'd earned it straight. "There's one they keep for nights like that. His name's Sione. He's the biggest thing on this floor by a long way - bigger than the man you climbed this morning, bigger than the one who came to your cell yesterday. There's a particular kind of body that comes alive for him." I looked at her - the slight frame, the heavy chest, the appetite that hadn't been anywhere in her when she came in and now ran the whole of her. "I think yours might be one."

Her whole face changed - not fear, not even nerves, but the sudden open brightness of a body hearing its next size named. The change landed all at once: the size of what I'd said reaching somewhere low in her, the anticipation climbing past anything the reception itself had put there, her lips parting, the flush coming up clean and unashamed. Tonight she sat on the edge of a prison cot, another man drying on her skin, and turned the name over in her mouth like a thing to look forward to.

Nine days now. The number had a different weight to it tonight than it had carried any morning before - less a count than a date the door was keeping for me. There was a girl beside me who'd walked in folded around her shame, a cross at her throat and nowhere safe to look, and tomorrow the room would see what she'd become, and she was sitting here hoping the biggest man on the floor would be in it. Soon enough I'd walk out the way she'd walked in, and she'd still be here on the far side of the ring in the grey skirt, standing easy. The thought came and went too quick to hold - that when the next frightened girl came through, it might be Hannah who made that walk across the floor. I let it go before it could finish, and stayed where I was, my shoulder against hers in the quiet after the buzz.


⚜




Chapter 6: Airtight

⚜

Both our names were on the list when the senior called me to his post before the lights came full.

He had the flagship sheet out - not the day roster, the other one, the cream-colored card stock they only ran for donor nights - and two names stood at the head of it in his even pencil. Mine, where it had come to stand, familiar now. And under it, fresh enough the graphite still looked soft beside the line: Bell.

"They want her shown," he said. Low, the voice he kept for the things that weren't for the floor. "Six days in, and the board wants to see her." He set the pencil down. He didn't usually set the pencil down. "I'll tell you the part you'll want to know, because you'll be no good to her if it finds you out in the room. They're not sure she's ready. A girl this green, up on the platform for the centerpiece - there are men coming tonight who want to see for themselves whether the appetite's real once the lights are on it, or whether it falls apart the second a crowd is watching." His grey eyes came up to mine, flat and not unkind. "Tonight settles it. One way or the other. There's no settling it halfway."

I felt the cold of it land somewhere under my ribs and sit there.

All week there'd been a place for my hands. For every first the program had brought her - the deflowering, the long morning of the training - I'd had something for them to do, fingers laced through hers or my hands at her hips, my mouth at her ear, breathing her through the worst of each new rung until her body caught up and turned it into something she wanted. Even yesterday, the plug humming in her all day, I'd been near enough across the hall that she could find me when she surfaced. This was the first the wing had asked of her that I couldn't stand inside. The centerpiece took one body at its heart, and the test was hers alone - I could be on the same platform, working beside her, and still not breathe her through it, not tonight. The answer those men came for would read off her face whether I was three feet away or thirty.

"She doesn't need to know that part," I said.

"No," he agreed, and picked the pencil back up. "She doesn't." He moved the lead to the next line. "Fittings after the meal. Walk-down at eight."

The specialist fitted us both in the late afternoon, methodical as ever - gloved hands, the cool gel, plugs worked in and out to ready us for the night and nothing left seated after, the quiet click of each tool laid back into its case. Hannah watched every piece come out and tried not to breathe too fast, and I felt my own body answer the old routine before he'd even finished with me. Then Briggs walked the two of us down the long corridor toward the back of the building, past the showers, past the demonstration room, to the wide doors I'd gone through twice now and Hannah never had.

The reception room broke over her the way it had once broken over me. After the wing's hard fluorescents and concrete - weeks of them for me, only days for her - the warm low light of the place landed on her like heat off a fire: the amber wash, the lamps banked at the edges, the long bar down one wall with the bottles lit gold behind it. Cologne and good liquor hung under the warmth of crowded skin, and a hush sat over it all, the particular hush of a room that had come to watch. A platform stood at the center, broad and low and leather-topped, lit so the rest fell away to dark around it. Men in the good clothes the wing's nights brought out stood in loose knots with glasses in their hands, and the few girls already working moved among them in the grey skirts and nothing else - the same uniform, made stranger under the lamplight, the wet small sounds of them carrying in the quiet.

I took her elbow before her nerve could find the edges of the place.

"Listen to me, because once it starts I'm no use to you." I kept my voice down under the low music. "Tonight the room watches. That's the whole difference - it's everything you already know how to do, with eyes on it. And tonight you don't take turns. They fill you - every part, all of you, front and back and mouth at the same moment - and your body knows how to do that too even though you've never had all of it at once. It'll learn it in the doing." I turned her chin so she'd hear the last of it. "I'm in the room. I'll be working too. You won't be able to reach for me. So when it's a lot, you find me with your eyes instead, wherever I am, and you keep me there. That's the holding-on tonight. You understand?"

She looked at me. The fear was in her - I could see it move, the old church-stiff thing trying to climb her spine - but it had to get past the other thing to do it now, and the other thing was already high in her, the flush blooming clean up her throat at all of you, her breath gone shallow the way it ran before each new rung all week. Then her eyes went past me to the platform, to the dark beyond it where the size hadn't come out yet, and she swallowed and pressed her thighs together once and didn't look away from it. Less afraid than the fear wanted her to be. She'd been less afraid than she pretended since the second day, and tonight was only the largest version of the same truth.

"Okay," she said. The same small word she'd been finding before every new drop all week. Then she said it again, steadier, to herself: "Okay."

The night warmed slow.

It opened ambient - bodies and glasses and the low music, the floor finding its temperature before it found its center. A man drew me to the bar by the wrist and I went, set my forearms on the polished wood and let him take me from behind against the brass rail while he finished his drink with his free hand, unhurried, the gold light sliding on the bottles in front of my face. I came easy and quiet under him the way the wing had long ago taught me to, and when he was done another took the place without much ceremony, and I gave him the same, my hip pressed to the cool lip of the bar, my body running the night's flat warm rhythm without my having to ask it to.

I watched her over the rail between them.

The senior needn't have set me to worry. Hannah had been folded into a cluster of sofas near the platform's edge, and the church girl was nowhere in the room - I looked for her out of habit and couldn't find her. What knelt on the leather in the amber was a body entirely at home in being wanted: she took a man into her mouth with her eyes half-closed and her hand working the base of him, turned and gave another the spread of her on her knees, and when a third finished across her she rolled the warmth of it into her skin with the flat of her own hand like it was something she'd decided to keep. By the time the room began, by some signal I'd never learned to read, to turn its weight toward the platform, she wore the night already and carried it like she'd dressed for it.

A hand closed on my arm at the bar. The escort. "You're up. Center."

I went where I was put.

They brought the three of them to the platform from three sides, and the gold-lit dark went quiet around it the way a crowd does when what it came for arrives.

Darius first - six-foot-four of him ducking out of the dark into the lit center, dark skin gone bronze in the lamps, that patient slow way he had of moving so the world wouldn't startle. He lay back on the broad leather at the platform's heart and waited, propped on his elbows, the long heavy fact of him already standing. Then Novak, lean and close-cropped and flat-eyed, taking the high end where Hannah's head would go - the man who'd had her first, brought in tonight to be a mouth, one of three. And last, out of the dark behind, Sione.

I'd told her about him last night and watched her whole face change at the name. The truth about Sione was that words undersold him until he was in the light. He came into the amber slow and enormous - six-foot-five and two hundred seventy pounds of still Samoan weight, the black ink banding his right shoulder - and every word I'd given her for him fell short of the sheer scale of him. He made Darius seem an ordinary size. The room felt him arrive. I felt the small cold weight under my ribs again, and then I set it down, because she was climbing up onto the platform now and there was nothing left I could do but the one thing I'd told her to do, which was be there to be found.

She knelt up at the platform's center between the three of them, lit, the whole dark room banked around her.

And then she reached up and lifted the cross over her head.

She did it herself; no one asked it of her. She hooked the thin gold chain off her sternum with one finger, drew it up over the honey hair, and laid it down at the platform's lit edge, out of the way - the small gold weight she hadn't taken off through any of it, not the strip-search, not the deflowering, not the day the plug hummed in her from morning to six. She moved it aside now the way you set down a tool you're finished with, and the gesture went through the watching room quieter and louder than anything else that happened all night.

Then, her grey skirt rucked high at her waist, she lowered herself onto Darius.

She sank down the length of him with the ease she'd learned, her weight loose and her head tipping back, a long slow drop of her hips until she'd seated the whole of him and ground there to find the floor of it - my own former apex, the largest man she'd taken until tonight, and her body folded him in now with a low open sound and looked, already, for the rest. Darius set his broad hands at her waist and let her have it, let her rock and settle, his patience the floor under all of it.

Behind her, Sione knelt up and put one hand flat against the small of her back, and I watched her go still at the heat of him there, just the heat, just the promise of the weight, before anything else.

This was the part there was no map for. She'd had Darius behind her once and thought that was the size of the world. Sione was a different order, and her trained body, loose and ready as it was, was about to learn there was a country past the one Darius had shown her. He slicked himself slow. He brought the first immense pressure of himself to where she was already opened and held it there, and Hannah's spine drew up and her mouth fell open on nothing, and across the platform, over Darius's shoulder, through the gold light and the dark beyond it - she found me.

Her eyes came up off everything and landed on mine and locked, the way mine had once swung across a dark wing on my own first night and caught on Megan's and held. She'd done what I told her. When it got to be too much to reach for, she'd found me with her eyes and kept me there. And I held it back - not soft, not the way I'd held her hands over Novak's table and breathed her through the burn; there was no breathing her through this, and we both knew it. I held the look the way Megan once held mine: steady, open, a witness and not a rescue. I'm here. I can't take it for you. Take it.

He pressed, and she opened to him by the first impossible degree, and her fingers clawed at Darius's chest as her body did the arithmetic - that there was this much of him already and more behind it still. This wasn't the careful give I'd coaxed out of her on the strapon; it wasn't Darius's measured width. This was depth, and weight, and a slow grinding insistence that reorganized her from the inside, that asked her body a question it had never been asked. He sank into her an inch and stopped. Let her have just that. Then another, reading her the way the patient ones read, and the burn in her broke open into the low roar I'd heard come out of her under Darius and never this loud, and she bottomed out somewhere wholly new with a cry that bent the quiet of the room.

Filled front and back, Darius beneath her and Sione behind, two of the largest men on the floor seated in her together - and still she turned her head toward Novak waiting at the high end and opened her mouth for him.

He fed himself between her lips. And the last wall came down - the gag she'd fought on her second day, the one that had spilled tears down her face the first time a man pressed past her lips, the one she'd been conquering by inches all week. It was simply gone. He pressed in and she took him, and took more, took the length of him sliding to the root until his balls were heavy against her chin and there was no part of him she hadn't swallowed. Her throat worked around the depth of him. She held it, breathed through her nose the way I'd taught her at the bolted table a lifetime ago, and when he drew back to let her air she dragged it in and went down again for more without being made to. Her first man, reduced to the third of three. He had no smirk left to aim across her back the way he had on the bolted table, because her attention had never once been on him.

Then all three of them began to move, and Hannah Bell came apart at the center of the platform with the men who'd doubted her watching.

They found a rhythm between them the way men who'd done this work knew how - Darius rolling up into her slow and deep from below, her heavy breasts dragging against the broad dark plane of his chest on every lift; Sione driving the grinding weight of himself behind, each stroke rocking her small slick frame forward and back between them; Novak's fist wound into the honey hair, working her throat in time with the rest. Her fair skin had gone flushed and sweat-bright between the two huge bodies that held her, her thighs trembling where they clamped Darius's hips, nowhere in her left unheld. I'd been up on this same leather. I knew what happens to a body when there's nothing left to brace and nothing to do but be the place where all of it meets. It had broken me open at my own reception into the creature I now was. I watched it do the same to her.

I was working through my own a few feet from hers - a knot of them on the lower leather, one beneath me and one behind and a third I took in my hand, my rotation running parallel so the platform held the both of us at its center, the night's two centerpieces filled and moving under the lamps. My body climbed the way it climbed now, easy and high, the men's hands ordinary and good on me. But the heat that ran hottest in me had its eyes open; it was the thread strung between the platform's two halves, that line between us holding while strangers used us both. I came somewhere in there with my knees slipping on the warm leather and a stranger's hand locked hard at my hip dragging me back onto him, the climb arriving before I'd marked it coming, the men around me blurring down to weight and heat.

And then she broke, and she broke big.

It built in her the way I'd watched it build all week, only there was no holding it down to the size of one body now - fed front and back and throat together, with nowhere to put any of it, she climbed past where she'd ever been taken and kept climbing, her cries strangling off around the cock in her mouth and pitching higher each time Novak gave her air. And at the top of it her whole slight frame went rigid, locked in the middle of the three of them, and then she let go - and her body did in public what mine had done at my own first reception, the thing the wing builds into the ones it builds right: she came so hard she flooded, a hot bright gush breaking out of her around Darius and running down them both and onto the leather, her release made plainly, wetly visible to the whole watching dark.

A low sound moved through the men beyond the lamps - glass shifting in a hand, a breath dragged in, someone swearing under it - the sound a crowd makes when it gets more than it came for. Somewhere in the gloom a man who'd doubted her watched her squirt around two of the biggest cocks on the floor while she swallowed the third, and revised entirely what he'd thought he was looking at. Whatever those men had come to doubt, they weren't doubting it now. She wasn't a girl who'd broken on the platform. She was the best they'd put on it in a season, and every man watching knew it at once.

They used her through the aftershocks and into the next, because that was the night, and she let them - rode it greedy now, that flooded astonished hunger I'd watched arrive in her over six days arriving all the way, in front of everyone. Each finish landed on her differently. Darius went first, rooting up deep and spilling, his hands gentle on her waist as he emptied, and the hot flood of him low in her pulled another cry up out of her. Then Novak, drawing back to let go across her open mouth and her tipped-up face, the last thing he'd ever take from her that he could call a win, taken while she looked past him at me and licked it from her own lip. And then Sione, who'd held his patient weight buried in her the whole while, gave her the last of his slow deep drives and emptied himself, his hands spanning her hips to keep her on him through it - and she dropped forward over Darius's chest with the breadth of him still seated behind her, wrecked and gone and full, two men's spend leaking out of her and down her thighs and Novak's drying on her cheek. Each time her head had come up off the work, her eyes had found mine, and they were on mine now.

I held them until the men had drawn off her. Witness to the end. Then somebody finished in me, and the night, satisfied at last, began to let the platform go. As it released her she reached over and closed the gold chain in her fist before she rose, the cross folded tight in her hand.

The showers, after, were the same showers, and the curl-haired girl was there with the water already running warm.

Tonight, as though she'd known it would matter, she was waiting. She took one look at the pair of us coming down the corridor still marked with the night, turned the spray to the middle stall, and stepped back with the towels over her arm, wordless as ever. We shed the grey skirts onto the hooks. Hannah set the cross on the tile ledge and went under the water and stood in it with her eyes shut, and I came in behind her, and she let the spray run over her face a long time without saying anything at all.

She'd gone quiet, the deep stillness a body drops into after that kind of use - not the shaking hush of her first night, when she'd wept against my neck over a single orgasm and called it a sin, nor even the dazed replaying stillness of the morning after Novak. This was the spent silence of a body that had gone all the way to the end of itself and come back changed and had no need to say so. And she didn't apologize. That was the whole of it, standing there under the water - there was no I'm sorry in her, no I shouldn't have, no hand drifting up to her bare throat, no searching for the chain she'd set aside herself. The last of the man who'd built her shame had finally burned out of her tonight in front of a room full of strangers, and what was left under the water was only a woman, tired and used-soft and unashamed, letting the night rinse off her.

I washed her hair for her.

She let me. I worked my fingers through the wet honey of it and rinsed the night out of it - and Megan had once stood behind me under this same water and washed mine the same way, after a reception that had remade me, back when I'd been the green one gone quiet, not knowing yet that the quiet meant a body had finally stopped fighting itself. I hadn't thought about Megan's hands in my hair in weeks. They were in mine now, moving through me, the way the whole of this place got handed down hand to hand to hand.

The curl-haired girl shut off the far stall, gave me the same small nod as ever through the steam, and went.

I lay on my cot a long time that night with the wing dropped to its amber and the ring quiet around me.

Across it, in Megan's old cell, Hannah slept - I could see the shape of her under the wool, slight and still, the cross back at her throat where she'd looped it on again coming out of the showers, not because she needed it anymore but because it was hers. Both our names stood on the senior's flagship card now, one under the other, the pencil mark settled and certain. She belonged to the nights as much as I did. More, maybe, after tonight.

Nine had become eight while I wasn't looking, and for the first time the number had teeth.

I'd kept the count light for weeks, almost abstract - fewer days ahead than behind, and so what. Tonight it meant something it hadn't meant any morning before - that the security door would key open for me the way it had keyed shut, and I'd walk out of the gold and the grey skirt and the warm hands and the whole strange country this place had made of my body, and the girl across the ring would still be here. Forty-eight days to my fourteen at the start; she'd outlast me by a month and more. When the door closed behind me she'd be standing in the grey skirt on the far side of the ring, easy in it, the senior turning a page while she did.

And the thought followed me down into the dark, and this time I let it finish.

Soon enough, after I was gone, intake would walk another one through that security door - shoulders drawn in, her eyes skating off the sofas and back to the safe grey floor, both arms locked over whatever she'd come in carrying. And it wouldn't be me who crossed to her bars. I'd be gone. It would be Hannah on the senior's elbow, Hannah who made that long walk across the concrete, Hannah who sat the green shaking creature down at a table and told her, low and certain, the things she wished somebody had told her - the way Megan told me, and I told her. The cycle didn't end when I walked out the door. It just handed itself on, and went on running, and the wing went on being the one thing it knew how to be.

Eight days remaining.

I closed my eyes on the amber and the slight sleeping shape across the ring, and let the count keep itself, and didn't fight the quiet.
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