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Chapter 1 – The First Key
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The clock above the sally-port read 01:58 when Debbie Harlan killed the fluorescents in the control bubble.

She left only the red EXIT sign glowing, a heartbeat in the dark. Eight years of muscle memory guided her boots down the tier: left heel, right toe, silent as a confession. In her left pocket the brass master key felt warm, almost alive.

In her right, a single stick of cherry lip balm she rolled between thumb and forefinger like a worry stone.

She had rehearsed the route in the shower that morning, water drumming her shoulders while Mark snored upstairs.

Cell 14 first. Then 19, 27, 11, 5.

Five locks, five men, sixty minutes before the county server refreshed the camera loops she had personally spliced. She told herself it was curiosity. Curiosity had teeth tonight.

Cell 14 smelled of bleach and new ink. Marco Reyes sat on the edge of his bunk, elbows on knees, moonlight striping the fresh “South Side Saints” across his knuckles.

Scabs still wept at the edges. He rose when the door sighed open, six feet of coiled energy in county orange.

“Officer Harlan,” he said, tasting the syllables. “On your knees, convict,” she answered, but her smile cracked the command wide open.

She left the door ajar, three inches of plausible deniability. If anyone walked the catwalk, she would hear the boots. She always heard the boots.

Marco dropped. The concrete bruised his knees, but he didn’t flinch. Debbie unbuckled her duty belt slowly, letting the leather hiss through the loops.

The belt coiled to the floor like a snake that had already struck. She wore the navy trousers that hugged her hips, the polyester shirt tucked tight, badge glinting above her left breast. Everything else was lace and intention.

Marco’s hands found the backs of her thighs, thumbs tracing the seam where fabric met skin.

She braced one boot on the lower bunk, widening her stance. His mouth followed the path his thumbs had drawn, stubble scraping the soft crease behind her knee. Higher. Higher.

When his tongue finally grazed the damp panel of her panties, she exhaled through her teeth.

“Quiet,” she whispered, knotting fingers in his curls. He obeyed, licking slow, deliberate circles that made her thighs tremble.

She counted heartbeats the way other women counted sheep: one-Mississippi, two-Mississippi, three— At thirty-seven her hips jerked; at forty-one she came silently, a shudder that started in her knees and ended with her badge tapping his forehead like a benediction.

She zipped, rebuckled, relocked. “Tomorrow, Cell 19,” she said, and left him hard and breathless, pupils blown wide.

The corridor smelled of industrial disinfectant and adrenaline. She rolled the cherry balm across her lips, tasting wax and copper.

Cell 19 was darker; the bulb had burned out weeks ago and no one bothered to replace it.

Ramon Vega waited with a red ribbon tied around his wrist—her signal left in his breakfast tray three days earlier.

He was forty-two, doing life plus twenty for a botched liquor-store holdup that left a clerk breathing through a tube.

Regret lived in the lines around his eyes, but tonight they were bright with something else.

He didn’t speak. He simply lifted her, hands under her ass, and set her on the sink bolted to the wall.

Cold porcelain bit through her trousers. She wrapped her legs around his waist, boots locked at the small of his back.

Ramon kissed like a man who had forgotten the taste of anything soft: hungry, thorough, teeth scraping her lower lip until she moaned into his mouth.

She rode him slow, uniform shirt open, breasts swaying above his face. Each thrust pushed the cheap mattress springs into a minor key.

The ribbon around his wrist brushed her cheek, silk against sweat. She bit his shoulder to keep from crying out; the fabric of his jumpsuit muffled the sound. When the ribbon snapped, it fluttered to the floor like a spent fuse.

He followed seconds later, hips stuttering, forehead pressed to hers, whispering her first name like a prayer he wasn’t allowed.

She left him slumped against the wall, pants around his ankles, ribbon clutched in one fist. Cell 27 next.

Tyrone Hayes had the top bunk, six-five and quiet as snowfall. He watched her climb the ladder without a word, moonlight painting silver bars across his chest.

She straddled him fully dressed at first, grinding against the ridge in his boxers until the fabric was soaked through. Only then did she peel off her shirt, bra, trousers—folding each piece with military precision on the footlocker.

Naked except for boots and badge, she sank onto him in one slick motion. The top bunk swayed; somewhere below, his cellmate pretended to sleep. Debbie didn’t care.

She set the pace—hard, punishing—until Tyrone’s hands gripped the rail above his head, knuckles white, breath hitching in Spanish.

She came with her face buried in his neck, tasting salt and prison soap.

Cell 11 belonged to Javier Ortiz, twenty-three, doing seven for boosting cars. He was already stroking himself when she slipped inside, phone flashlight under his chin like a horror story.

“Turn it off,” she ordered. He did. She pushed him onto his back, climbed aboard, and rode him reverse so she could watch the door.

Every creak of the tier made her clench tighter. Javier lasted ninety seconds—record time.

She milked him dry, then wiped herself on his sheet and left him staring at the ceiling, whispering, “Madre de Dios.”

Last stop: Cell 5. Old man Wilkins, sixty-one, in for forging prescriptions. He had asked for this weeks ago in a note slipped into her clipboard: I just want to feel wanted one more time.

She gave him tenderness instead of roughness—slow kisses, gentle fingers, the kind of sex that felt like mercy.

He cried when he came, silent tears tracking into his gray sideburns. She tucked him in afterward, pulled the blanket to his chin, and kissed his forehead like a mother sending a child to school.

By 04:12 a.m. she had visited five men, collected five bruises shaped like her mouth, and left five promises she never intended to keep.

She relocked the last door, smoothed her hair in the reflection of a polished boot, and walked the tier one final time.

The red EXIT sign pulsed like a heartbeat. She signed the logbook in perfect cursive: All secure. No one would ever know the ink was still wet with someone else’s sweat.

At 05:47 the gates clanged open for dayshift. Debbie drove home through frost-rimed suburbs, windows down, November air slicing the heat from her skin.

Mark was in the kitchen, tie half-knotted, coffee dripping.

“Rough night?” he asked, kissing her cheek. She tasted cherry balm and lies.

“Same old,” she said, and meant it.

Upstairs she showered until the water ran cold, scrubbing between her legs with a washcloth that came away streaked pink.

In the mirror her neck bore a faint crescent—Marco’s thumbnail. She covered it with foundation the color of prison walls, then crawled into bed still damp.

Mark’s side was warm; she curled against his back and listened to him breathe. Her pulse finally slowed to match his.

But sleep wouldn’t come. She lay staring at the ceiling fan, replaying five different heartbeats, five different smells, five different versions of her own voice saying yes.

Somewhere in the dark she smiled, small and sharp. Tomorrow she would wear the trousers with the hidden zipper.
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