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Prologue

 


Nurse Reyes-Garcia went over her notes,
stylus in hand.

Special Protective Custody Inmate 200:
Cassidy Lee Harper, Age 18. Resiliency Level: Good. Acceptance
Level: Compliant. Physical Response Level: High. Articulated
Response Level: Timid. 2/4 CJH Sessions Complete.

“You know,” she called over her shoulder, “I
am inclined to think young Cassidy is handling her corrections
quite well.”

From the bedroom, her husband and fellow
senior punishment warden at Huntington, Officer Alejandro Garcia,
grunted his agreement. But he was restless. She could tell. It was
late, and neither of them was used to working weekends. High time
for her to stop being “nurse” and get back to being Helena, if only
for a few hours.

Patience, honey, she thought. I
will be with you as soon as this is done.

But she didn’t say it. She didn’t have to.
She returned her attention to the screen.

Special Protective Custody Inmate 201: Peter
Alan Gravis, Age 18. Resiliency Level: Average. Acceptance Level:
Compliant-Enthusiastic. Physical Response Level: High. Articulated
Response Level: Vocal. (Regular Verbal Self-Defense Mechanisms) 2/4
CJH Sessions Complete.

The Controlled Judicial Humiliations
Program, of which she was mostly in charge, differed in its effects
from one young person to the next.

“Peter,” she observed aloud, “is more
difficult to read.”

Another grunt. Alejandro did not know Peter
as well as Helena did. She was in command of the young men. Her
husband managed the discipline of young women.

Special Protective Custody Inmate 202: Emma
Jo Swanson, Age 19. Resiliency Level: Excellent. Acceptance Level:
Reluctant Compliance to Mildly Resistant. Physical Response Level:
High-Acute. Articulated Response Level: Wide Range,
Restrained-Explosive. 2/4 CJH Sessions Complete.

“Oh, Emma Jo,” she said. Then, over her
shoulder again, “You have a live one there, Alejandro.”

A guarded chuckle. No arguments.

One more. After that, the addition of stress
levels per session, and then she could go to him. Come to think of
it, the stress levels could probably be added in the morning, with
coffee. Best to have those fresh in the head so that none of her
charges were disciplined more severely than the others. They were
all guilty of the same crime. Nurse Reyes-Garcia did believe in
being fair.

Special Protective Custody Inmate 203: Buddy
Ray Zimmer, Age 18. Resiliency Level: Sensitive. Acceptance Level:
Compliant. Physical Response Level: High. Articulated Response
Level: Expressive, Nonverbal. 2/4 CJH Sessions Complete.

“Sweet boy,” she said only to herself.

They all were sweet, each in their way. The
Punishment Club was halfway done serving their sentence. Tomorrow,
they would finish. Monday at four in the morning they would be
quietly shipped back to school before the crowd outside the prison
even knew it. And that was good. They were convicted criminals,
wayward kids caught in the act of sexual mischief during the age of
transition, but they were not bad people.

Nurse Reyes-Garcia did not believe in bad
people, but she did believe in discipline.

Inwardly, she sighed. The two incoming
inmates—who would remain in the custody of campus police at their
college until her special Punishment Club inmates were well
away—were harder cases. Sierra Lavallee and Kevin Carter had set up
Cassidy, Peter, Emma Jo, and Buddy. Sierra and Kevin had
manipulated them, tricked them into an act of sexual deviance.

To wit, streaking across the quad on campus.
They’d made it look like an initiation into their respective
sororities and fraternities, a bit of harmless (if embarrassing)
college fun. Once upon a time, most people would have thought it no
worse than that. But there were laws against such behavior these
days. They knew. All of them did, not just Sierra and Kevin. They
were transitionals. They had broken the law.

Two and a half days’ incarceration for her
four Punishment Club members.

But for goading them into it—for the lying,
the incitement, the entrapment, and more than anything for the use
of forbidden, government encryption software to keep themselves
safe—Sierra and Kevin were looking at a much harsher sentence. If
they got the full five days, it would have to begin on Monday, same
day as the interview.

They would need to be taken down most
severely. Helena would bring into play all of the tools at her
disposal, many of which neither Cassidy, nor Peter, nor Buddy, nor
Emma Jo had ever seen, much less experienced. They hadn’t needed
to. But in the cases of Kevin Carter and especially Sierra
Lavallee, whose own mother worked as a recruiter for the show,
there could be no mercy or reprieve, only justice.

And that would put Helena, Alejandro, and
the entire staff of punishment wardens (plus their new intern,
Veronica Cruz) on a seven-day-straight work schedule. Her senior
camera operator, Officer Betty Kersey, would not be happy.

From the bedroom, more noise.

“Very well,” she said with a decidedly
pronounced sigh as she stood up from the chair. “You have been a
good boy today for the most part. I am coming.”

She paused in front of the office mirror,
watched herself peel off layers: the hard, black shoes (polished to
reflection), the belt of nursing supplies and her sidearm, the
black slacks and shirt of the punishment wardens. She slid out of
her panties but left on her stockings and bra.

She took care of herself, did Helena
Reyes-Garcia. At thirty-four, she was sturdily built and well
defined, with an ample bosom, but trim and hale. Her hair, which
she now released from its bun, went well past the shoulders,
falling over her back like an ebony waterfall. She had no body
hair. Helena was a big believer in personal hygiene and
grooming.

But her eyes, as Alejandro often told her,
were her best feature: dark and penetrating, compassionate but
unyielding.

At work, she was not often disposed to
dispense physical punishment herself. She had Officer Jennifer
Thompson for that. But she was not at work just now. She was home,
and Alejandro was waiting. He had done a good job by the two
frightened young women needing chastisement in his care. He played
his part well for all of them when called upon to do so. But during
today’s sessions, he had spoken out of turn. Interrupted her.

From a desk drawer, she withdrew a
twin-tailed leather flogger, each tail fitted with a line of small,
edgy plastic spikes. It was her preferred tool with the master
submissive. She then also retrieved a two-pronged shock rod that
had a lingering spark feature. It came complete with a warning
light for potential burns, and this device was Alejandro’s
favorite.

He’d mostly been good.

She turned from the vanity and her desk,
proceeded through the office door to the door of her bedroom, and
found her husband just as she had left him. He was so strong, her
Alejandro. Always the perfect gentleman, with his military style
crew cut and unflappably calm demeanor, he nevertheless could be
quite severe when the occasion called for it. Now he lay naked and
erect on the bed, his powerful, bronzed limbs tied with artificial
jungle vines to the four bed posters. The vines had an auto feature
which allowed them to tease with a bit of release, then tighten
again. When his big, thick cock started to flag, a leafy tendril
brought him back to full attention.

The All Mine Vines were expensive, but no
matter. The Garcias were not wanting for money. Just now, Alejandro
was wanting for something else, and by the look on his chiseled
face, he needed it quite urgently.

Approaching him, trailing the tresses of her
leather flogger up his leg as she drew ever nearer to his middle,
Helena found she was wanting something, too. She’d been wanting it
all day. But she had, as ever, remained professional.

She loved her job, but no one had ever said
it would be easy.


Chapter One

Rise

 


The door buzzed, rousing Buddy from sleep.
The electronic lock turned over, its click echoing in the hall
beyond his cell. Buddy blinked, disbelieving. Checked the thin,
rectangular, glass joke of a window high on the wall over the steel
toilet he shared with Peter. He couldn’t detect a scrap of
sunlight.

This can’t be right. He ran a hand
through his shaggy mop of dark hair, smoothing the bags out from
under his equally dark eyes. But as the first thin crack of light
shone in from the doorway instead, he swung his legs over his cot
and dutifully put on the Consequences, Live! hat. That plus
the itchy green jumpsuit were two more confirmations that yesterday
had not been a dream.

He checked the mirror, studied himself.
There was just enough light to.

Along with Peter, Cassidy, and Emma Jo, he
was no more than a new transitional convict getting his comeuppance
on live cable television before tens of millions of viewers. He had
half of his punishments yet to endure, and with the obnoxiously
loud buzzing of his cell door, they were likely to be recommencing
imminently.

But no one was at that door yet, neither
Matron nor Officer Kersey nor any other cop. Buddy knew better than
to mess with the door himself. He thought
it likely he could get in big trouble, doing something dumb like
that.

Across from him, he found Peter sitting up
as well, scratching his head and yawning. Damn, he already
looked like a golden, coiffed GQ model. Buddy sent up a silent
prayer Peter didn’t like Emma Jo the way he did. He dared to hope
that Peter, if he had eyes for anyone, was more interested in
Cassidy.

I need to say something to Emma Jo,
he decided, knowing only too well that making up one’s mind and
acting on it were not the same thing.

“You okay?” Peter asked blearily through
another yawn.

Buddy sniffed. That was just like him.
Peter, as others in Buddy’s life before him, tried to look after
him in the way of an older sibling, even though they were the same
age. And that was fine. Buddy supposed he had kind of earned it,
the way he had behaved when they’d first gotten here.

“I’m all right,” he answered quietly, more
than a little unnerved by the lack of an escort at their door. Had
there been a mistake? “How about you? Traumatized much?”

Peter’s punishments, from all Buddy had both
seen and heard, had been more severe than his. Still, often enough,
Peter had brought it on himself.

Peter cracked his neck left, then right. He
shook his head. “Jesus, Buddy, what time is it?”

Buddy slid to the end of his cot, reached
over to their shared desk, and clicked on the e-reader. He had to
look twice before he was sure of himself. “Wow,” he said. “It’s
three forty-five.”

Peter groaned, then flopped back down to his
side. “In that case, I’m crashing. We were promised seven hours of
sleep a night. Our prisoners’ rights and all that happy crap.”

Yeah, Buddy agreed in his mind.
Officer Gillis had been very specific about those—

The door swung inward. Behind it stood
Officer Davies from intake.

“Oh no, you don’t,” he said, looking rather
wiped out himself. “Up you get, both of you. I mean, suit yourself.
You don’t have to come. But I have it from higher up you’ll want to
see this. Can’t really believe it myself.”

Buddy opened his mouth to ask—

“Anyone say you could talk, fuck job?”

Buddy shut it again, even as Peter
reluctantly propped himself back up.

“I’m about to walk,” Officer Davies
continued. “Either come or don’t come, but make up your minds right
now.”

Bewildered, Buddy got to his feet and—quite
uncharacteristically—motioned for Peter to do the same.

Neither he nor Peter had been given much of
a choice about anything since they’d arrived. Officer Davies had
said they wouldn’t want to miss whatever this was. Buddy couldn’t
think of too many kind things he would have said about the cop at
his door, but this much at least was true: No one in authority here
had ever lied to them.

So, he went to the door, and he didn’t
complain when the handcuffs went on. Peter followed, hands out and
pressed together at the wrists for his own set of cuffs.

****

“Is it me,” Emma Jo dared to wonder aloud,
“or does it feel weird walking down this hall with our clothes
on?”

“If you could call these clothes,” Cassidy
allowed, walking alongside.

Emma Jo couldn’t help but find it amusing,
the way her friend fretted endlessly about their jail getup. But
from Cassidy, with her perfect twin curtains of chestnut-brown hair
and her soft eyes of robin’s-egg blue, it was also unsurprising.
Personally, Emma Jo was just grateful whenever she didn’t have to
walk around buck naked.

Between them and half a step behind,
Veronica held each by an elbow, urging them forward. “Right,” she
said. “I wasn’t clear, I guess. Shut the fuck up if you’re not in
the mood for a pre-dawn ass branding, hm?”

Exactly what a pre-dawn ass branding was,
Emma Jo was not entirely sure. She shut the fuck up.

On either side of them, the long-term
residents of the women’s protective custody wing largely slept.
Only one or two curious glances through the cell windows along the
way, and those quickly retreated back to bed.

Lucky them, Emma Jo groused in her
mind. Whatever was in store for her today, she was certain it would
be wise to be well rested for it. There was no way today was going
to be an improvement over yesterday, and yesterday had been pretty
goddamned bad.

An hour from now, back in the real
world, she thought, I’d be getting up and stretching for the
morning swim. Breakfast would be cinnamon oatmeal and banana
slices. Then a quick bike ride to the university gym, which Emma Jo
had never even had the chance to see yet. She’d heard the pool was
nice.

And yet it had been impossible to say no,
even knowing nothing. She did have a guess, though she thought
herself most likely wrong. It was just impossible not to hope.

Somewhere at Chesapeake University there
lived at least two fellow students who had done this to her, to all
of them. They had been promised at sentencing that the
investigation into whoever had been responsible for the bogus “Dare
Dungeon” was ongoing. The judge had avowed as much herself, even as
the gavel came down and their lawyer had abandoned them.

Was it possible?

At her elbow, “Miss Ronnie” squeezed her arm
a bit tighter, wordlessly urging her to pick up the pace. Emma Jo
supposed this nightmare of an “intern” was probably tired and put
out as well—even though she hadn’t been made to stand in
punishment stocks for an hour yesterday, even though she had
been on the giving end instead of receiving…

But then they stopped, right at the
T-section divided by the intake hall that separated the women’s
wing from the men’s wing. There a small crew was already
reconfiguring the communal shower room back to “preparation and
grooming.”

Had been kind of hoping that wouldn’t be
necessary, second day in. I mean, we already had our skin fucking
waxed clean.

And there, coming through the opposite door,
Officer Davies led in Buddy and Peter, who were, by all
appearances, as confused as she and Cassidy were.

Buddy offered up his cuffed hands in a
wave.

Emma Jo returned the gesture with a soft
smile.

“Right,” Officer Davies said to one and all.
“Now we wait.”

****

Four in the morning, Gloria thought,
staggering out of makeup with an angry swish of facsimile tail and
a steel clack of restrictor heels. Whoever’s fucking me like
this ought to put a ring on my finger. This better be worth
it.

The makeup was a full kabuki face paint job
in tan and black. It was supposed to give her the features of a
lion or tiger or—some kind of captured big cat, anyway. By the
spots on her skintight golden leotard and leggings, she amended her
first guess to leopard or jaguar. Even the gloves, which rode up
almost to her elbows, were like animal paws. Good thing they were
fingerless. She needed to be able to use the keypad under the
desk.

Needing to walk, apparently, not so much. Or
at least not fast. The steel shoes with high heels were the sort of
thing a post-transitional convict wore (along with a sign
identifying their offense, and nothing else) if they were sentenced
to an afternoon of Criminal Exhibition. They were meant to slow a
person down, to make it impossible to hurry past the crowd on
either side of the reserved street.

Whereas Gloria was on a schedule. She had to
be ready, in studio, stat. And she still didn’t know what was going
on.

Also, she was not usually the one dressed as
a sub. That role generally went to Buck, and he was good at playing
it. Pushing through the third-floor studio door, ignoring the
camera crew, Gloria saw him at the desk. He gratefully accepted his
morning mug and winked at her.

He was dressed as an animal wrangler, with a
rawhide jacket, bullwhip, and everything—except pants. Instead, he
proudly and unabashedly turned to her in his faux leopard skin
boxers and leather codpiece, raising his steaming mug to her.

“Don’t talk to me,” she growled, which made
him smile under the Zorro mask, a gesture she found both
infuriating and confusing until she realized her tone matched her
outfit only too well.

She sat down at the desk, hard. Then she
stood back up and, nearly screaming in her outrage and indignation,
yanked the tail around from under her butt so that it could hang
off the chair. The game plan was right in front of her, a
leather-bound tablet exactly where it was supposed to be, still
closed like it was supposed to be.

Gloria exhaled, blowing out her temper with
an effort of will that was fueled by necessity. Something
must have happened. She had to get in character. She was
Gloria-fucking-Wholesome, and Consequences, Live! was
her show—and the four young convicts currently serving a
sentence of televised, naked punishments were the hottest things
that show had put up in a year.

Their day-one numbers had been through the
roof. The all-time record still stood at forty-nine million
viewers, but the new Punishment Club had cracked thirty million
before dinnertime. So what was going on?

She raised her hand and snapped her fingers.
Her java arrived at the same time Buck Horndog slipped into the
co-anchor’s chair next to her. He waited for her to take a sniff,
then a sip, then exhale again.

Usually, Gloria thought, I’m the
calm one, and he’s the nervous Nancy. Must be good news,
then.

“Okay,” she said. “Now you can talk.”

“Gloria,” he said, “you are not going to
believe this.”

The pleasure in his voice was unmistakable.
It sounded like his on-air persona, which almost never came out in
real life.

“We’ll see,” she said—and opened her
tablet.

****

The call hadn’t come from the police. Nor
had it come from her daughter. It hadn’t come, period.

Paige Lavallee was alone, sitting in her
robe and sweatpants in front of her flip-up TV, which had just
announced Consequences would be going live again in thirty
minutes. Breaking news, her screen promised. And she, the show’s
top recruiter of volunteer humiliators, hadn’t been informed.

Next to the tabletop TV, she had her lawyer
in a private chatroom on her personal computer. At this hour, he’d
refused video chat and even audio chat, insisting on text only. On
a normal day, Paige would have been incensed by this. She was an
important person at the Office of Behavior Reformation. She could
move mountains with the tap of a touch screen.

He was making her wait. He was “acquiring
information.” He’d promised to resume the chat in ten minutes, and
that was fifteen minutes ago.

This after her very own daughter had been
arrested, for God’s sake. Sierra was twenty years old, which
was exactly the wrong age to be arrested these days. Paige Lavallee
had helped create a world that made it so.

A three-minute walk from her office would
take her to the fucking studio of Consequences, Live!, yet
no one had briefed her on the breaking news. She could, were
she so inclined, march right on over there and demand she be caught
up to speed. Only, she was terrified of taking one step beyond her
own four walls.

She had to talk to Sierra. Her daughter
would need her. She would be frightened. She should be
frightened.

More importantly, Paige needed her.
There was a story to get straight—because there was no other way
for Paige to escape. If the worst had already happened, she’d have
no chance of making it off the grounds, no way to run.

Her computer screen flashed. Loren was
either talking speech-to-text (as she was) or he was actually
typing. Loren was old. It was possible.

The words appeared on screen, simultaneously
spoken through the computer speaker:

We’ve got a problem, Counselor.

Ironic, she’d often thought, being called
counselor by a lawyer. She had no time for such thoughts at
present. She took a breath and, unable to help herself, yelled into
the computer, “Just tell me what the hell is going on, you
worthless fucking hack!”

It was with some satisfaction that she
watched the computer translate and send the text message. She could
neither see nor hear the man on the other end, so she had no way of
knowing his reaction to what she had said. Nor could she read any
emotion in his response, as his machine did not interpret tone. His
response was uncolored, flavorless, dead.

Sierra has legally renounced your custodial
authority over her.

That made Paige take her seat. Her very
heart slowed for a few beats. If Sierra had done that—well, she’d
be on her own in the world. She’d have no support for her
continuing education. She wouldn’t have money to fucking eat. It
could only mean—

She’s agreed to turn state’s evidence in
order to keep her case in transitional court. Chances are, they’re
already drafting the conditions of her invoking Section 12A.

Special Penitents’ Clause. Putting herself
on the show.

They’re going to ask for the full five days.
Kevin Carter has already consented and signed the release. I don’t
see how Sierra comes away with anything less.

“I don’t give a shit about that!” Paige
screamed at her computer. “Get her out of there! I have to fucking
see her!”

I can’t, Counselor. You need to tell me what
you did and did not do. I need to go to the prosecutor with all of
the facts in hand. It’s as simple as that. I’m sorry.

Paige stood up again. Forced calm upon
herself with a Herculean effort of will.

I have to run. I have to try. I have nothing
to lose.

Then, a beep at her door. It was the
security card reader, not a doorbell. The door swung open.

They hadn’t knocked. They’d overridden her
lock. And now they were in the room, five of them, saying things
Paige Lavallee didn’t hear, guns drawn though not pointed at her.
Fucking police.

For her.

Hands on her, forcing her arms behind her
back. Rights being read. Handcuffs.

She knew these people. She hadn’t learned
their names, but she saw them every day, three women and two men
who worked transfer detail. They were part of the prison staff,
hardly suited to arresting her. It was unreal. This couldn’t be
happening.

“Let me go!” she shrieked.

One, a man whose nameplate read F. Gillis,
spoke—but not to her.

“Gag her.”

They ignored her shouted protests. They
ball-gagged her, as though she were a transitional prisoner on
Consequences herself, as if she were some kind of lowlife
criminal. Was the computer picking this up and sending it to
Loren?

Ball gags, Paige knew quite well, though she
had never been made to take one before. The same went for handcuffs
and unwanted hands on her person, marching her out of her own
office and into the hall, where anyone could see, if they
wanted.

Turns out, quite a few people did.

****

Sierra held up her booking number: 204. She
tried to crack a wise-ass smile for the camera but instead burst
into tears. She had signed the form and thus avoided the larger
booking number with both letters and numbers that would have
identified her as a prisoner in regular jail with an upcoming court
date, her fate undetermined.

No, she was going to stay here, in a private
cell on campus, until late Monday morning at the earliest. During
that time, the campus police would be content to run her through a
metal detector instead of subjecting her to a personal search.
Friends would be permitted to bring her care packages so that she
wouldn’t have to eat jail food. She’d have open visiting from noon
until six PM.

Tomorrow, after the freshmen she and Kevin
had set up were freed, she would go to Huntington. And unlike the
two hundred and three temporary transitional residents before her,
she knew exactly what was in store for her.

“We’ll wait,” said the officer behind the
camera, a patient older woman with silver-streaked black hair. She
spoke as though she had been through this a thousand times, seen it
all a thousand times. Probably, she had. “Calm down, hon,” she went
on, holding forth a box of Kleenex. “You made the smart choice.
Don’t want you looking a wreck for when this gets posted into the
public record.”

Sierra accepted the tissue. There wasn’t
much else she could do to help looking a wreck. Her dark,
collar-length bob cut was in total disarray. They’d taken her
colored contacts (non-prescription), so now everyone would know she
had boring brown eyes. She hadn’t been allowed to bring a change of
clothes. Her clothes were a wrinkled, slumming disaster.

Still, after a few minutes, she managed to
compose herself. She looked past the camera to the boy with the
bowl-cut blond hair on the bench. The senior. The six-foot-tall
tower of muscle and bravado that was the tough guy Kevin Carter.
The idiot who had blabbed to his stupid friends, shown them the
forbidden punishment video—who had told everyone how he and Sierra
had conspired to coerce four freshmen students who didn’t know much
better to break transitional law.

He was hunched over, back heaving.

The camera flashed. She started crying
again.

“Turn right. Come on. Suck it up. Nearly
done.”

Sierra did her best. It wasn’t like her life
was over. She’d gotten the full five days, same as Kevin, but she’d
also received assurances she’d be able to stay at school on
conditional government grants and student loans—provided she kept
her grades at Dean’s List level, which she always had. She’d lost
her sorority, but there was plenty of other housing. She’d have to
get an actual job…

Stop it, Sierra. Be a big girl, hard as
iron. You know what you’re in for, and it’s not like you’re some
clueless, doe-eyed, virginal dumbass straight out of high
school.

It had taken five hours of steady
interrogation, negotiation, and confession to bring her to this
point. She’d always delighted in the show itself, which she wasn’t
even legally allowed to watch. For her, it had been an abstraction,
a naughty fantasy playing out like a drama in which the characters
never seemed strictly real.

Now it was real, because now it was her. The
camera flashed again.

“Right,” said the anonymous older cop.
“That’s you done. Back to the bench. Mr. Carter?”

Resident 205 rose from the bench, trying to
stand tall. Kind of a joke with his flushed cheeks and bloodshot
eyes. For a second, as Sierra returned to the bench and Kevin went
to have his mugshot taken, they passed within inches of each
other.

Kevin took her hand. He struggled to say
something. Whether he wanted to apologize to her or accuse her (or
something else entirely), Sierra never learned. The words caught in
his throat.

“We’ll be okay,” she said to him. “They
never really hurt anybody.”

He nodded, catching a sob.

“That’s right, you know,” said the cop,
unexpectedly supporting her instead of castigating them both. “It
could have been worse.”

****

Cassidy was beyond confused. She recognized
Officer Gillis and the other transfer cops—especially that
hard-boiled witch Officer Maynard—but she didn’t know the woman
they’d led into the intake hall with them at all. She was
well beyond transitional age, forty years old at the
youngest. Cassidy was tempted to ask why they’d been taken from
their cells, from sleep, just to see some random—

“Shhh,” Veronica breathed into her ear, then
winked at her. “Wait for it, pussycat.”

“Yes, Miss Ronnie,” she whispered, lowering
her head in acceptance. It was becoming automatic, didn’t even faze
her anymore. She brushed a wayward lock of straight brown bed-head
hair out of her face and watched, eyes upturned. Waited.

She was cuffed at the back, this mystery
woman. She had rich brown hair a shade darker than Cassidy’s. Her
wide, darting eyes were a darker shade of amber than Emma Jo’s. Her
pale cheeks were flushed scarlet. She was trying to talk—or shout,
or complain—and apparently finding it rather difficult through a
red rubber ball held in place in her mouth by a black leather
strap.

Bad day? Cassidy wondered, then felt
instantly guilty. It was just hard to sympathize with a stranger
these days, given what Cassidy and her friends had already gone
through, what they still had to face at the hands of Officer Garcia
and the other punishment wardens.

Behind the intake table, Officer Davies
rummaged through drawers, looking up occasionally as though taking
measurements from the new mystery woman without looking her in the
eye. “I do not believe this,” he muttered to himself,
shutting one drawer and keying open another.

Officer Gillis left her and came to the line
where Cassidy and the rest of the Punishment Club stood in their
hats and jumpsuits and sock feet. “You four don’t seem too worse
for wear.” Then, noting Emma Jo’s loose frazzle of shoulder-length
blonde hair, “What happened here?”

Emma Jo remained silent, but Cassidy knew.
She had let her braids out during their first stop at intake in the
shower stall. She’d given up her clips and pins with the rest of
her clothes, as per instructions.

It seemed Officer Gillis had been telling
the truth back in the transport van. He really didn’t follow what
went on in this place.

“Curious?” he asked, tilting his head back
in the direction of the new prisoner.

Stop playing with us. You can see
we’re not allowed to talk.

“We received the arrest warrant at two
thirty this morning,” Officer Gillis continued. “The honorable
Judge Corinne Stephens granted it. Remember her?”

Remember? Cassidy thought, recalling
how she had tearfully begged that judge for mercy and been
summarily and completely denied. I’ll never forget her as long
as I live.

But she had also been clear in her judgment
that whoever had been responsible for running the Dare Dungeon was
guilty of criminal incitement, the worst she had ever seen in
transitional court. Only, those were college kids. They had to
be.

“Her Honor insisted you four see that
justice will be served by you as well as to you. Her
words. As for the accused, she won’t be here long. We’re ferrying
her back into the city proper to await her bond hearing at the
local jail. Chances are, she’ll be free before the afternoon to
await trial. If she’s convicted, she’ll be brought back here—but to
the general population, not protective custody.”

More angry, muffled epithets from the
mystery woman.

Officer Gillis turned to her. “Ms. Lavallee,
are you going to be good if we take the gag out and uncuff
you?”

She glared at him.

“Fine. Stay that way.”

She rolled her eyes, then nodded her
assent.

Officer Gillis stepped behind her, keyed off
her handcuffs, and set them close by on the table. He’d hardly done
it by the time the woman had undone the leather strap and released
the ball gag herself. “Either charge me,” she growled at him, “or
let me go. One way or the other, you’re finished. You got me?”

“Doubt that,” Officer Gillis said. “You’ve
already been fired, Ms. Lavallee, both from the show and from the
OBR. Sorry, but I was told to pass that along. As for your charges,
yes. That’s why I’m here.”

This just got more
interesting, Cassidy thought. Who on Earth is this
person?

By the looks on her friends’ faces, they
were all asking themselves that same thing.

Ms. Lavallee rubbed her wrists—Cassidy could
relate—then wiped her chin. The defiance never left her eyes.

“Paige Lavallee,” Officer Gillis announced,
the tone of his voice never changing, “you’re charged with two
counts of restricted media distribution to adults of transitional
age, one count of corporate espionage, and three counts of
misallocation of secured government resources. Any personal effects
that you retain on this property may be sent for upon posting of
bail. They’ll be retained in prisoner property storage until you
do. The itemized list will be made available to you for signature
after your processing at the Manassas County Jail—”

“Officer Gillis, you are utterly
fucked—”

“…but, until that time, nothing personal
comes with you to the detention facility.”

He turned from her, addressing Cassidy and
her friends again. “So,” he said, “from all I’ve heard, we’ve got
two more incoming who set up this little stunt that got you four in
trouble, one Kevin Carter and one Sierra Lavallee. They’ve already
taken a plea.”

Peter seemed as dumbfounded as Cassidy felt,
but she heard Buddy catch his breath. Next to her, Emma Jo’s mouth
dropped open in shock. Did they know both of these
people?

Oh, conversations would be had
later.

“But this one,” he finished, “Sierra’s
mother, who works for the show—she’s the one who made it
possible. Under current pre-trial transfer processing guidelines,
we’ll have to do the first screening here on site to prevent the
transportation of potentially dangerous or illegal contraband
between facilities.”

From Paige Lavallee: “Gillis, you are
so full of shit—”

“And Judge Stephens indicated you lot have a
right to be present for that. A right, not a requirement. As for
Ms. Lavallee, her own privacy rights are under suspension until
posting of bond.”

At that, Ms. Lavallee’s entire demeanor
underwent a seismic shift. In a flash, all of the battle left her,
though her hands clenched into fists. She blanched. “No, wait…”

She regarded them, each in turn. Cassidy’s
head was up now, her eyes level. Peter blinked. Buddy shrugged.

Emma Jo, who probably would have crossed her
arms over her chest if only she could, asked straight up, “Did you
do it?”

Paige didn’t answer. She looked right and
left, as if for rescue.

“That ought to be a punishment, later,”
Veronica said to Emma Jo, yawning. “I swear, girl, you—”

“Did you?” Buddy asked. He sounded more hurt
than angry.

I don’t need to see this, Cassidy
thought. I don’t want to see this. It’s bad enough, happening to
us all the time.

Cassidy just could not imagine taking part
in the shaming of a post-transitional adult.

****

“She did,” Peter said with finality. “She
totally did. Just look at her. Bitch might as well have the word
guilty tattooed on her back for a tramp stamp.”

And wow, he thought to himself,
that did not take long.

They’d only gotten here themselves late
Friday.

“All right, all right,” Veronica
said, supremely annoyed. “Anybody else have something they’d like
to contribute?”

That, it turned out, was Cassidy. Quietly,
she asked, “How could you?” And then, “Take me back to my cell,
please.” She was crying.

Veronica sighed. “God. Fuck. Me. Anyone
else?”

“Me, too,” said Buddy—answering Cassidy, not
Veronica.

“I—” Paige Lavallee started for one awkward
moment, then shut her lips tight.

Cassidy turned away from her, and Buddy
followed her example.

Then, more reluctantly, Emma Jo did as
well.

At the last, so did Peter. He would not
stand against his friends. Much as he might have wanted to see this
Paige Lavallee get the first of what was coming to her, she wasn’t
the top name on Peter’s list. That place was reserved for someone
else, a person Buddy had told Peter all about.

Kevin Carter, you piece of shit. I
hope they let me see you get yours.


Chapter Two

Shine

 


At five in the morning, Helena pulled into
her reserved space at the helipad parking lot in town and
shouldered her husband in the passenger seat. “Wake up, Sleeping
Beauty,” she said, leaning in and giving him a kiss on the
cheek.

Alejandro sat up, shook his head a couple of
times, then returned the kiss. “Princess Charming,” he answered,
then laughed when she nipped at his bottom lip. “Ow, Helena. You
said my account was paid.”

“Work time,” she said. “Unpleasant business
ahead.”

Betrayal. Fallout. And still the job to do.
Alejandro squeezed her hand.

When the chopper came down five minutes
later, they were both at the ready, work bags in hand. Helena could
clearly see the transfer officers and Paige Lavallee inside the
company bird. The fast track had been necessary—and not for its
quickness. The crowd outside the prison, inadvertently but
recklessly stoked by those fools Gloria and Buck, was angry. Helena
had only had time for the briefest glance at her computer this
morning before leaving, but she had seen stills of people with
makeshift signs: Free the Punishment Club! and
Consequences, Corrupt! had been prominent among them, along
with several others of similar sentiment. Taking Paige through that
mob would have been unsafe without a much bigger escort. It would
have been unfair, too, even for her, until she had her day in
court.

Such a waste, she thought. Paige,
what were you thinking?

Now they would have to promote one of the
junior recruiters to assemble a team of humiliators for Paige’s
daughter and for the boy, Kevin. That work would have to begin
right away, even as Helena and Alejandro guided the Punishment Club
through its final sessions. She’d have to trust and not
interfere—although she already had some ideas of her own. This bit
of justice, if Helena had her way, would be of biblical
proportions.

You wanted something special for our
anniversary show, Paige. You shall have it.

As for the unrest, Helena tried not to worry
overmuch. The arrest of her colleague was proof that the show was
not corrupt—or at least that it would punish its corruption,
when detected—and the poor decisions her four young charges had
made still were what they were.

There would be no early release. They needed
to finish. To have begun and then to be let off early would not be
good for them. In the long run, in retrospect, they would
understand. They would be glad to have paid in full.

“Will you be interviewed?” Alejandro asked,
raising his voice over the noise, waiting for the rotors to slow,
for the chopper door to open. “If so, you shall not do it
alone.”

“If there is a storm, we weather it
together,” she agreed. It would not be the first. They’d been
fighting one battle or another since the show originally aired.

Officer Gillis stepped down from the
chopper, then turned to help out a manacled and distraught Paige
Jacqueline Lavallee, holding her at the upper arms until she was
down. Her jail transfer clothes consisted only of a white t-shirt,
white pants, and ankle socks. She’d been put into a full set of
bonds, the handcuff chain linked to a ring at belt level, and a
longer steel chain leading thence to her leg irons.

Helena marched straight for them, Alejandro
right behind. Then she walked past them, her eyes never turning
their way.

“Helena—” Paige started, her voice broken,
pleading. “Alejandro…”

Helena didn’t answer. Helena wasn’t
even truly there. By the time she hoisted herself into the back of
the chopper, she was again Nurse Reyes-Garcia. But at her periphery
she did note that Alejandro, at least, acknowledged Ms. Lavallee’s
presence.

By tipping his hat to her before he, too,
boarded the vehicle.

****

“Look,” Gloria said, “they’re going to sleep
again. Aren’t they cute?” She made an air-pawing gesture
with her free hand, fingers curled to claws. “Re-owww,” she
play-growled, trying to feel it. Trying hard.

The images on the pub mon—the same feed
anyone who was up this early was watching—were dark and grainy. It
was still lights-out throughout the prison, and the schedule had
been bumped back an hour for the young women and men in protective
custody. No one had told them not to speak when they were split
back into their respective pairs and led back to their cells, but
all four had remained silent the whole way and after. They’d simply
curled back into their cots and rolled over. According to the bar
readers at the bottom of the screen, which measured both heart rate
and breathing, Emma Jo and Buddy were already asleep, Cassidy was
almost asleep, and Peter was
struggling.

“Hope they catch some quality shuteye!” Buck
answered jovially, flicking his whip off to the side, forcing their
sound engineers to mic in another overdone crack effect.
“They’re going to need it later. And may they rest easy knowing
justice shall be served on those who have done them wrong, the
treacherous fiends who led them down this sorry—”

That brought Gloria out of character. She
held up a palm, shushing him. Paige was her friend, damn it. Just
because she—and Helena, and every other damned woman in their
shared acquaintance—made Buck nervous, that was no reason for him
to be so fucking happy about this. They needed to play it right.
They shouldn’t be celebrating.

How the fuck was she supposed to call
play-by-play on Sierra, anyway? Gloria knew her. Of course,
Gloria’s main narrative would be Kevin’s punishment—Buck
would handle most of Sierra’s, as per the usual arrangement—but
still, that was going to take a major effort of
self-detachment.

Whereas Buck had stated off camera how much
he could not wait to get started.

“Innocent until proven guilty, Buck,” she
scolded him, right there on live TV. “Right?”

Silence. For a moment, Buck was frozen,
regarding her quizzically.

Then, with a contemptuous humph, he shot
back, “Oh yeah, Gloria. Sure.”

To save the segment, Gloria laughed.

****

“You received a bit of a shock today,” Nurse
Reyes-Garcia said, unraveling the hot, wet hand towel from where it
had lain like a blanket over Buddy’s freshly shaved face. She
patted first one cheek, then the other, while Buddy just enjoyed
being able to breathe freely and also the cooler air of the
preparation and grooming room that now buffeted his features.

“We all did, truth be told. Your friends,
our colleagues—so disappointing.”

Next to him, on the X-frame where Peter was
strapped down on his back, same as Buddy, the noise of squeaking
wheels. Officer Alejandro was wheeling Cassidy, ass up, to the
space between Peter’s legs, first repositioning her X-frame so that
her arms were in a downward V, as though for the convenience of
saving space. Cassidy’s chin was up on a small pillow, her eyes
inches away from Peter’s unit.

“Don’t just lie there,” Peter said, his
cheeks flushed crimson, a stark contrast against his fair hair and
his slate-gray eyes, which were presently fixed on the ceiling.
There, it was all visible via the panel mirrors. “You’ll make him
feel bad. Say ‘hi’ or something.”

Seemed only fair. Unlike Buddy, Peter was
circumcised—and also currently flaccid—so the eye of his cock might
as well have been looking straight at her.

“Um—hello, penis,” Cassidy said, then buried
her face in the cushion, giggling.

Buddy was glad of the second warm towel, the
one still over his loins, when Veronica rolled Emma Jo into place
between his legs. He had a thought it wasn’t entirely fair,
neither to Emma Jo—who’d been completely uncovered yesterday when
their positions had been reversed—nor to Peter. But he thought he’d
just let that bit of injustice slide, all things considered.

Emma Jo, right between my legs. Looking
under the towel.

The rest of him was right out there, too,
his flesh ruddier than Emma Jo’s even under normal circumstances.
He knew he was perfectly fit—played a mean game of lacrosse, after
all—but he thought himself a bit on the wiry side compared to
Peter. He couldn’t help it if he remained somewhat body conscious,
even after all they’d been through.

And if Cassidy, with her autumn-brown hair
and robin’s-egg-blue eyes, had the beauty of a woodland princess,
then Emma Jo was more like a fiery, blonde angel of suburbia.

Emma Jo, you are so, so far out of my
league.

But she was nice to him, too. Always had
been, in the short time they had known each other. There’d been
moments here and there where it seemed he might have a chance after
all.

“Morning,” he managed in a feeble
squeak.

“Morning, Buddy. How are you?”

Officer Alejandro knelt between Emma Jo’s
knees, eye level with her privates. Pulled on a pair of disposable
gloves.

“Good,” Buddy said. “You?”

Emma Jo’s eyelids fluttered under the
examination, but she managed an approximation of a shrug. “Fair to
average.”

On the blanketed tray next to his head,
Veronica set down a steaming ceramic jar of heated oil, same as
Matron had just applied all over Peter’s body. Nurse Reyes-Garcia
dunked her hands in at once, working her fingers.

Then her words from a few seconds ago struck
home. “No, Matron,” he said. “Not our friends.” He wanted no
mistake about that, especially as far as Kevin Carter was
concerned.

To Veronica, she snapped her fingers, then
pointed to Buddy’s waist towel. “Not so surprising,” she then said
to Buddy, working the oil into his shoulders. They wouldn’t need
the tape and wax treatment today, most likely—or so she had said. A
little liquid exfoliation, a check to be sure, and they should be
good to go. “Buddy, try to relax.”

Veronica plucked the towel away, and with a
slow, guiding finger repositioned his penis off his testicles and
against his belly, where it swelled to full erection, his scrotum
tightening from a bag to a hard ball. Buddy yelped.

“See that, girlfriend?” she said to Emma Jo,
ruffling her hair. But Emma Jo was distracted, her mouth working
open and closed as Officer Alejandro checked her undercarriage for
any growth since yesterday. Undeterred, Veronica continued, “You
two get together on the other side of this weekend party, you know
just what to lead him around by.” And she cackled.

Suddenly, Emma Jo let fly a yelp of her own.
“Excuse me, Officer Garcia, sir. Enjoying the view back
there?”

He stood back, patted her thigh. “Do mind
your tone, Miss Swanson, or we shall take away your speaking
privileges. We thought you four might have some issues you wished
to address with us, given the unusual circumstances that have
arisen since last night. But to answer your question, you have a
lovely pudendum in full flower, and it is nice and clean.” Then,
peeling off one set of gloves, pulling on another, “Now for you,
Miss Harper.”

Nurse Reyes-Garcia, meanwhile, pulled up a
rolling chair alongside Buddy to oil his middle. She glanced down
at his penis and shook her head as if to say, Young people. What
can you do? She started working in the oil.

And even though Buddy was stiff as a diving
board in a hard winter, he still had enough presence of mind to
ask, “Did you know, Matron?”

The room quieted, but Matron didn’t miss a
beat. “I am glad you asked, my hapless young stone boner.” Holding
his cockhead down with the pointer finger of her left hand, laying
the four fingers of her right hand flat against his shaft, she
massaged the wrinkly skin of his upper half back and forth, back
and forth. “Certainly not,” she said, all business, staring down at
the work of her hands at Buddy’s frenulum as his breath left him
and his whole body shuddered. “I am content with my work as
assigned and see no reason to interfere with the system in place.
Also, I flatter myself that I am an honest person. Alejandro?”

Eyes all but blinded under this strange, new
manipulation of his genitals, Buddy nevertheless turned his head.
Officer Alejandro, whose thumbs held Cassidy’s lower core at an
exposed spread and whose eyes remained equally focused on his own
work, answered simply, “I am no criminal. I work hard for a
living.”

Peter craned his neck forward. “Exactly how
hard are we talking, sir?”

Buddy lost the rest, or at least the next
five seconds of it. Once again, his brain went blank as his cock
pumped three shots of fresh, sticky cum
over his belly and chest, as his balls emptied and his toes
reflexively scrunched and his eyes rolled back.

When he came back to himself, there was
fading laughter all around him. Unreal.

But Officer Alejandro, looking as though he
had just lost a fencing match, grumbled, “That will be enough
talking, then. Mr. Gravis?”

Peter cocked his head.

“One point to you, sir. I shall endeavor to
even the score later.”

And with his hands still bound to the
X-frame, Peter gave him a thumbs-up.

Buddy wondered, as the cameras focused back
on him, as Veronica brought the cryogenic semen freezer to Matron,
how the audience at home was enjoying the show.

****

“No, this does not count as a session,”
Officer Garcia said half an hour later. “And do not complain. This
is service. Here at Huntington, our residents must make themselves
useful, time to time. Everyone gets a shift, each in her turn.
Surely you would not wish it said of you that you did not do your
part?”

They’d only been here since late Friday
afternoon, but already—it was only Sunday morning—Cassidy had grown
accustomed to arriving at mealtimes after the other prisoners had
finished. Often enough, she and Emma Jo had gotten lunch or dinner
in their cells. She’d even toyed with the idea that the Garcias
kept her and the rest of the Punishment Club separate from the
other inmates deliberately.

They were older than she was, in most cases
by decades. Their crimes were worse than hers, their sentences far
more severe. But today, the four of them had finished in
preparation and grooming before the other inmates arrived
for the morning meal.

And they were still naked.

Well, Cassidy noted, scratching an
itch at the back of her head, except for these stupid
hats.

The hats, under which they had their hair
bound up in plastic serving nets, bore the Consequences,
Live! logo and identified them as transitional prisoners
subject to humiliations for the duration of their shorter sentence.
Cassidy understood only too well, before Officer Garcia and Madam
Reyes-Garcia allowed in the crowd, that this was more than just
service. It was a further shaming.

She did not believe that the female
and male prisoners in protective custody got to share the cafeteria
as a general rule. But today they would, or so it seemed. At the
opposite end of the room, Peter and Buddy were at a serving line as
well.

“But Emma Jo,” she protested, nostrils
flaring on her friend’s behalf. “Officer Garcia, she can’t—”

Emma Jo, tucking up the itchy plastic under
her cap, cast her a mildly disapproving glance. She could speak for
herself. Officer Garcia beat her to it.

“Here,” he said, pointing to one half of the
buffet arrangement, “are cereals, fruits, whole grain toast, water
bottles, and juice boxes. Have you any objection, Miss
Swanson?”

She didn’t look happy, but she shook her
head.

“And this,” Officer Garcia went on, pointing
to the other half, where there were squared sections of scrambled
eggs, lined pairs of sausage links, school-sized milk cartons, and
butter cups, “is your responsibility, Miss Harper. Your customers
have been advised to speak to you with courtesy. Each is permitted
two food items and one drink item. Can you handle it?”

Back home, her parents—who had insisted she
focus on school, on the math scholarship—hadn’t even let her get a
job. She’d resented that, somewhat, though she knew they meant
well. This morning, for the first time, she would serve.

“Yes, sir. I can handle it.”

He nodded, first to her, then back to the
door, where Madam Reyes-Garcia stood waiting.

She opened it, and two lines of prisoners
filed in. The shorter line, the women, went right to Buddy and
Peter. The men’s line, more than twice as long, queued up in front
of Cassidy and Emma Jo.

****

“Food here is right questionable,” said an
older man with caramel-colored skin and a full smile of bright
white teeth. He looked Emma Jo up and down. “But I’ll have a go
with the toast and OJ—if you please, miss.”

Emma Jo set it on a plastic tray. The long,
clear plastic barrier pane that separated both her and the food
from the line of prisoners did absolutely nothing to conceal her.
She forced a smile to her heated cheeks, tried to match the
courtesy. “Nothing else? You get two food items, sir.”

“From the other miss if it’s all the same,”
he said, moving on to take in Cassidy.

A younger man, blushing nearly as hot as the
girls themselves, came up next. “Food might suck,” he called up to
his elder counterpart. He had a thick Southern drawl and licked his
lips. “But the service is fantastic!”

Emma Jo narrowed her eyes at him, ever so
briefly, then said, “Sir, there’s a line.” She blew a strand of
hair out of her eye.

“Yes’m. Crispies and apple slices,
please.”

Most of the men took their food from
Cassidy, and Emma Jo wasn’t offended. She felt a bit bad, actually,
because at a couple of points Cassidy was truly struggling to keep
up. Her voice hardly ever rose above a whisper, yet Emma Jo could
practically see her stress barometer climb. Being nude for the
ordeal didn’t make it any easier, especially under that steam, none
of which Emma Jo suffered through.

Fuck this, she said to herself, and
started picking up the slack. “What’s that, you say?” she said to a
man ordering eggs. “Right. Future heart attack—comin’ up!” And
then, when the next man asked for the same, “Yep! Never heard of
‘cholesterol,’ I guess, but whatever. Here you go,” and for a
third, “Wish your arteries luck from me.”

She got some chuckles, even a laugh or two.
And that was kind of annoying unto itself, quite apart from their
lingering stares, because to her it wasn’t a joke. It was a
big favor for a friend, though she’d never tell Cassidy
that.

Turned out, she didn’t have to. Over and
over again, Cassidy mouthed the words thank you to her and
seemed to work all the harder at picking up her own pace. Between
them, even with twice the number of people to serve, they got
through their line just ahead of the boys.

****

“Son, why are you crying?” the octogenarian
from the women’s protective custody wing asked Buddy, taking her
tray. “You’re a goddamned good-lookin’ young buck.”

Buddy brushed at a tear, which he attributed
half to the heat on his side of the barrier. “Still not used to
being shown around with no clothes on,” he said. “Kind of new for
me.”

“Already seen you starkers yesterday,
anyhow.”

“I’m fine. Just embarrassing.”

The old woman set her tray back down, then
took a deliberately long gander at his cock. “Boy, you let that
shit go. If there’s anything out here ain’t none of us has
seen before, I’ll throw a rock at it.”

Beside him, Peter snorted.

****

She went to him. Her eyes went south. An
eyebrow arched. “You, on the other hand, don’t seem too unhappy to
see me. Butter, please.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Peter said, passing her one of
the small, paper serving cups. Then, when her gaze on his erection
lingered an additional five seconds or so, he looked down at
himself and said without thinking, “Doubles as a butter knife.”

And regretted it at once.

“Does it?” she asked, impressed.
“Officer?”

Matron approached. Again, she was shaking
her head at him, ruefully amused. She’d overheard. Of
course, she had.

She drew out her palm com, which could mean
nothing good. Matron used that thing to monitor vitals, to make
sure her prisoners were fit for more torture or embarrassment, a
green light for fresh shame.

Goddamn, Peter thought. I really
just put that out there, didn’t I?

Down, boy. Now.

“Personally, I do not know,” Nurse
Reyes-Garcia said to the elderly prisoner. “I have not yet put
Peter’s pants blaster to bread buttering duty. I cannot vouch for
it.”

Peter gulped. “Matron, I—”

“Be silent,” she said. “At present, we are
speaking of you, not to you.”

“Is it … clean?” asked the elderly prisoner,
eyes flitting from toast to cock, cock to toast.

“It is squeaky clean,” Nurse Reyes-Garcia
avowed. “I will not have my charges any other way. But he is
an eighteen-year-old college student. I cannot offer accident
insurance on your slice of toast in the event of inadvertent frat
splatter.”

The prisoner grinned. “I’ll chance it!”

****

Peter, you big dummy, Cassidy
thought, sitting down with Emma Jo—still naked, the both of them—to
their own breakfast. How you even got into Chesapeake with that
mouth on you…

But she was smiling as she looked away from
the garishly comic spectacle to focus on her food.

“No,” she heard Madam Reyes-Garcia chide
him. “You will not handle this butter knife, Peter. For the moment
it does not belong to you, and she will know how best she likes her
bread buttered. You need only let her make use of it.”

Seconds passed. Emma Jo hadn’t touched her
food yet. Her gaze was transfixed. “Oh, my Christ, she’s really
doing it…”

“Eyes this-a-way, sis,” Cassidy said.
“You’ll make him feel bad.”

“Peter? Not likely.”

“No,” Cassidy said. “Not Peter, Emma
Jo.”

That got her to turn around. “Good point,”
she agreed.

****

When Peter—having freshly re-washed
himself—and Buddy reported from cafeteria duty to join the girls,
it happened.

“Come on,” Peter said, completely unabashed
in spite of what he had just gone through. He held his open hand
out to Cassidy. “Let’s give these two some room.”

Buddy blinked at him, thunderstruck.

“Sure,” Cassidy said, albeit a bit
bashfully, taking his hand, letting him guide her to her feet. For
a short time, she forgot even that she wasn’t wearing
anything—because this was a pass being made, a clear proposition of
friendship-plus, even naked in front of a crowded, co-ed jail
cafeteria. It was a pass she had been waiting for.

Around the cafeteria, a smattering of
applause. No surprise. It wasn’t like people were going to stop
looking at them.

As Peter led her to another table, Buddy sat
across from Emma Jo.

Soon, they were talking—Buddy and Emma Jo,
Cassidy and Peter.

They had some time. The rest of the
cafeteria was led out before them. The clock was running, and the
day was only beginning, but the Punishment Club was entitled to
their breakfast as well.

Afterward, when their time was up, each was
led out individually. They were not taken to their cells.

Session three was about to begin.


Chapter Three

House

 


The back wall was too familiar to be
coincidence.

It wasn’t concrete, like most of the
interior of the jail. Nor was it drywall, like the administration
offices on the way to the elevator that had brought her to this
floor. It was bright white, freshly painted siding—the bottom half
of the front of a middle-class suburban house. There were
even windows with blue curtains (currently drawn) and sills with
potted plants.

It was exactly as Cassidy remembered, only
larger. Much larger. The only thing missing was the porch.

But the door was there, also blue. The house
number in the doorframe, 412, was the same, too. The door was open.
Beyond it, darkness.

Cassidy stepped inside. It wasn’t like she
had a choice.

****

Cassidy’s favorite, naturally, was the
little girl with the straight brown hair and the robin’s-egg-blue
eyes. She was so pretty—so downright precious—with her frilly white
shoulder sleeves, knee-high socks, and her fancy black shoes with
buckles. The trim of the dress and the ribbon in her hair matched
the blue of her eyes. If she ever bumped into one of her family
members, she said “Excuse me” in Cassidy’s voice. These days, she
never did.

Cassidy placed her, ever so carefully, in
the bedroom by the dresser and mirror, making sure her feet lined
up perfectly on the markers she had delicately drawn in pencil last
night.

“Don’t worry,” Collette said, kneeling by
her side. “It’ll work. Always does.”

Cassidy stood, took a step left, knelt
again, and made a slight adjustment to the father doll—whom
Collette had placed in the kitchen ten minutes ago—making sure
there was absolutely zero pencil marking showing under his
feet.

“Good lord, birthday girl, you’re
obsessing. I’m telling you, it’ll be flawless. Freakish, if you ask
me.”

It was Cassidy’s eighteenth birthday. She
could never have known, ten years ago to the day when she had been
given this gift, what it would grow into. “It’ll only be flawless
if they start in the right place,” she said rather fretfully.
Collette really had been trying to help out, placing the figures
with her. And she had helped out, big time, just getting the
whole dollhouse set up in the lecture hall of the school in the
first place. “Sorry,” she added.

“It’s fine,” Collette said. “In this, and
only this, you know best.”

It was just a tease, nothing mean. But it
was also probably true, as far as Cassidy was concerned. Collette
was Cassidy’s big sister—had her by seven years and a couple of
months—and they knew each other better than either of them knew
anyone else.

The dollhouse was going to be Cassidy’s
ticket into Chesapeake University, where Collette had already paved
the way for her to belong to Alpha Chi. Big sister had gotten her
own free ride on a track scholarship and was now piling up a nice
bit of savings by managing the local pharmacy while still living at
home. Cassidy needed to make it via her grades and STEM—all the way
to the state championship if she wanted to get noticed. But it
would begin right here, by winning on her home turf.

A voice from behind them. “Oh. My. God.”

Marjorie Hampton, poking her auburn-haired
head around the partition. Peeking at her competition. Breaking the
rules.

“Get lost,” Collette said at once. “You
hear me? Scram.”

Collette, unfortunately, didn’t know
Marjorie Hampton very well. The damage was done. She left, laughing
uproariously. Soon, other voices behind their partitioning were
laughing as well.

In her mind, Cassidy could hear their
voices: “It’s a freakin’ dollhouse. Harper thinks she can win
with a gosh-darn dollhouse!”

Only, they’d be freer with their language.
They’d swear. People like Marjorie Hampton weren’t self-conscious
about words.

She couldn’t hear the words they spoke, but
the laughter soon spread. She understood. A dollhouse would seem,
at first, like the embodiment of everything STEM wasn’t, as far as
young women and girls were concerned. Dollhouses harkened back to
old times, which to some people meant old stereotypes and
culturally-ingrained misinformation—particularly that boys were
more adept than girls in math and science. And because Cassidy
favored skirts over jeans, dances to sports, they’d automatically
assumed she’d be hopeless at this. Her friends, of whom there were
many, knew her better. But none of them, neither the girls nor the
boys, were in the school STEM program.

Cassidy felt tears threaten.

At once, Collette put an arm around her
shoulder. “Stop that before you start. Check the markings again.
Make this thing live. Listen to me, little sister, they have no
idea what they’re in for. Trust me.”

Cassidy took a moment to close her eyes,
steady her breathing, summon calm. Her daily meditation made it
easier for her than most. She remembered how it had begun, the
dollhouse box on her eighth birthday, which had been as tall as she
was. For years she had spent her allowance to populate it with
small, programmable walking and talking dolls. She could give them
commands, directions. Naturally, they spent most of their time
colliding with walls (or with each other), but they could be
taught. You could plan their movements in advance—far in advance,
if you were patient, willing to practice, and darn good in
math.

By the time she was fifteen and a half, old
enough to work a full-time job, her parents had relented just
enough to allow her to pick up the occasional babysitting gig,
since she’d be able to study after the little ones went to bed.
That money had gone into expansion sets for the house—more memory
for its family…

This’ll be good, she said to herself.
It has to be.

She took her sister’s advice and double
checked all
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