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	The man in the bathroom was humming an annoyingly merry-sounding song. Jessica Sloan did not recognize it, but hearing it made her want to break things. Sitting naked on the edge of the motel room bed, she smoked a cigarette and stared at the closed bathroom door. As she sat there, she struggled to identify the tune, which sounded like the kind of thing really old people would like. Big band music or whatever.

	She didn’t much give a shit what the song was, not really. The attempt to identify it was just a way to pass the time until the asshole in the bathroom finally reemerged. The cigarette—her third since removing her clothes—had burned down nearly to the filter by the time she heard the creak of the door as it opened a crack.

	An eye peered through the crack. “Can I come out now?”

	 Jessica flicked the cigarette butt away. The still-smoldering butt hit the beige carpet and rolled under a nightstand. A potential fire hazard, but Jessica didn’t care. Maybe the butt would ignite a blaze and burn the dump to the ground. She planned to be far away from this place shortly, so it was of no concern to her. She leaned backward and twisted her body at a careful angle, her right hand seeking and finding the handle of the heavy monkey wrench hidden behind her back. “Did you pay special attention to washing your dick like I told you?”

	“I did.”

	“Are you sure you were thorough?”

	A soft sigh emerged through the door crack. “Yes.” The word was loaded with impatience. “I washed and rinsed five fucking times, just like you said.”

	“I hope you’re not lying to me, Jake, because I’ll know. I better not get a whiff of anything other than soap when I start handling your cock.”

	Another of those wearily impatient sighs. “You won’t, I promise.”

	“I’m serious, Jake,” Jessica said, injecting her voice with a note of sternness. “Nothing but soap smell. I’m talking about your balls, too. Those better smell as fresh as a newborn’s skin. Otherwise none of that shit’s going in my mouth or anywhere near my pussy. You hear me?”

	Yet another deep sigh came from the bathroom. Jake Wheeler sounded fed up. Good. This was what Jessica wanted. His annoyance would distract him. “I hear you. Jesus. You are the weirdest whore ever. Good thing for you you’re so much hotter than the average piece of street meat. I’d never put up with this shit from some fucking meth-head.”

	Jessica smirked. “Yeah, but I am worth it and you know it.”

	This elicited a chuckle. “Yeah. You’re right. God, just thinking about you has me rock fucking hard. You could hammer nails with this thing, baby.”

	Jessica’s smirk deepened. “Mmm, I bet you’re right. Now why don’t you come on out here and show me?”

	A groan of relieved happiness came from the bathroom. “Finally. Jesus fucking Christ. Much longer in here and I’d have gotten a terminal case of blue balls.” Another chuckle. “Might have had to teach you a lesson.”

	The door creaked open.

	Jessica got up off the bed as Jake came out of the bathroom. She held the monkey wrench tucked behind her back as she approached him, swaying her hips and smiling at the man she had been hired to kill.

	His dick was fully engorged. He hadn’t been fibbing about that. However, it was distinctively unimpressive in both length and girth.

	Jessica laughed.

	Jake frowned, the swollen head of his penis deflating slightly. “What’s funny, bitch?”

	“Your dick. Hammer nails? Seriously? With that little thing?”

	She laughed again.

	Jake Wheeler’s face reddened, tightening with rage as his hands curled into shaking fists at his sides. “You watch your mouth.”

	Jessica smiled. “You’re the one who should watch his mouth. That’s a serious, practical piece of advice, by the way.”

	The look of rage on the man’s face was now mixed with confusion. “What? Why?”

	“Because you never know when someone might do this.”

	Jessica whipped the monkey wrench around in a savage arc. There was a clank as the wrench struck Jake in the face, breaking his jaw. He collapsed to the floor, landing hard on his side before rolling onto his back. He spat out broken tooth fragments. Blood burbled from his mouth. He whimpered. His mouth moved minutely as he struggled to speak, but whatever he was straining to say went unspoken as the attempt triggered a fresh spasm of mind-bending pain.

	Jake mewled pitifully and at last found his voice. “Why?”

	“Two reasons,” Jessica said, moving away from him and approaching the little table by the window that looked out on the motel’s mostly empty parking lot. The window’s beige curtain was closed. “One, the mother of a girl you beat up hired me to kill you. Funny, isn’t it? One of the meth-heads you hate so much actually came from a serious money background.”

	On the table was a pneumatic staple gun. It was the industrial kind, with a cord plugged into the wall by the television. Jessica had retrieved it and the monkey wrench from the trunk of her car while her target was busy showering to her absurd specifications. Now she picked it up and slipped a forefinger inside the trigger guard. She then test-fired a staple into the table. The big staple punched through the wood with an emphatic thunk. Its top piece was almost perfectly flush with the table’s surface.

	Jessica was pleased.

	This suited her purposes perfectly.

	She tugged at the staple gun’s thick cord, playing out some length from the coil resting on the floor beneath the electrical outlet.

	Jake glanced up as Jessica approached him, grimacing in pain. He’d managed to turn onto his side and was trying to lift himself off the floor. “You’re…gonna pay for this.”

	Jessica smiled. “You’ve got it kind of right, you woman-beating piece of shit. I’m definitely getting paid.” Her smile broadened slightly. “For services rendered.”

	Jake groaned and managed to raise his torso up a little higher. He had one hand braced firmly on the floor, but the arm raising him up was shaking badly.

	Jessica knelt next to him. “You’re probably wondering why I haven’t finished you off yet. Well, that’s the other reason this is happening the way it is. The girl’s mother asked me to make this as painful and emasculating as possible. I’d like to thank you for your help in making that happen.”

	A deep furrow formed on Jake’s sweat-sheened forehead. “Wh-what…are you babbling about…bitch?”

	Jessica chuckled. “You’ve kind of gone and placed yourself in optimal physical position for what I’ve gotta do next.”

	Jake’s bleary eyes widened as they focused on the staple gun for the first time. “Hey…wait. No. I’ve got money.”

	Jessica shook her head. “Not enough. Not nearly enough.”

	She grabbed his cock and stretched it out as far as she could. Jake screeched as she pressed the head of his penis to the carpet and pressed the staple gun against its purple head.

	The staple gun made that emphatic thunk again.

	Jake screamed.

	Jessica moved the staple another inch up the stretched-out shaft of the doomed man’s penis and pressed the button again. And then she repeated the process twice more. After that, she stuffed Jake’s mouth with his own discarded underwear to stifle his screams. Next she took a picture with her phone and texted it to her client, who shortly thereafter responded with a smiley face emoji. This was followed by confirmation that a payment in the amount agreed upon was transferring to the specified account.

	Once that final bit of business was taken care of, Jessica put a knife to Jake Wheeler’s throat and ended his life. She was about to begin the process of cleaning up when a battering ram knocked the door down and a squad of black-clad men decked out in body armor and tactical gear streamed into the room. They fanned out and surrounded her with weapons raised.

	Jessica recognized at once that she didn’t stand a chance. There were too many of them and they were too well-armed. And too well-trained, judging from the way they handled themselves. She was just a lone naked woman. A very dangerous woman, yes, but she didn’t have super powers. She was fucked and was perhaps moments away from death.

	Still, she wasn’t going down without a fight. She picked one of the men at random and launched herself at him. Something that felt like a bolt of lightning hit her in mid-leap. The next thing she knew, she was lying half-conscious on the floor, just a few feet away from the slack-featured face of the man she’d killed. Someone knelt next to her and she felt a sting in her neck.

	Hypo, she thought dimly, consciousness already drifting away. They’re drugging me instead of killing me. Why?

	But there would be no answers to that question.

	Not yet.

	Jessica’s eyes fluttered shut as her conscious mind slipped into gray mist.
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	The woman seated behind the desk in the large and ornately furnished office had been the warden of Prison 13 for just over a year. Her hair was a shade of dark brown tinged with flecks of iron gray. She wore it in a tight bun at the back of her head. This had the effect of lending a severe aspect to otherwise attractive features. She had pale skin, high cheekbones, thin lips daubed with dark lipstick, and piercing eyes that projected a coldness nearly as withering as the constant subzero temperatures that existed outside the walls of the prison. Her attire was all black—a long-sleeved black dress with a hem that reached the knees, black stockings, and black stiletto heels. She wore subtly different variations of the same outfit every day.

	The dark attire matched the deep darkness suffusing her soul. From the beginning of her time as warden, she had displayed a penchant for absolute mercilessness remarkable even by the deeply entrenched sadistic standards of the facility.

	Her name was Ms. Wickman. She’d come to Prison 13 in the aftermath of a prisoner uprising that ended with half the inmate population dead. Also discovered dead after the smoke had cleared were scores of guards and the previous warden.

	The warden was found hanging from a noose attached to a sturdy overhead light fixture in this very office. Though there was no note to confirm, this was deemed a suicide. The shadow council overseeing Prison 13 was notoriously unforgiving where issues of compromised security were concerned. An extended period of intense torture followed by some appropriately medieval form of execution would have been the probable punishment.

	The exacting standards of the shadow council did not trouble Ms. Wickman, who had previously served for many years in a similar capacity under arguably even more severe conditions. She had absolute confidence in her ability to do the job better than anyone else ever had. A willingness to mete out extreme forms of sadistic discipline wasn’t just an integral part of her skillset—it was one of the things from which she derived the greatest pleasure. Ms. Wickman was a firm believer in the old adage that it’s important to enjoy your work.

	Dealing with the prisoner kneeling at her feet now was a perfect case in point. The young blonde woman was on the floor between the desk and Ms. Wickman’s high-backed swivel chair. Her hands were bound behind her back with strands of razor wire. The wire bonds had cut deeply into her wrists and blood was pattering on the hardwood floor. Her nude body was sheened in sweat, her flesh quivering from the pain as she whimpered pitifully. Probably not helping matters at all from the inmate’s perspective was the muzzle of the pistol pressed against the crown of her skull as she diligently worked to perform cunnilingus on Ms. Wickman.

	The warden sat back in the chair with the hem of her black dress hiked up above her waist, revealing a glimpse of milk-white thighs above the black stockings. The prisoner’s bare upper arms were a nicely warm presence against her thighs. Ms. Wickman particularly enjoyed the woman’s pitiful mewling. It was as delightful as the loveliest music she’d ever heard.

	Ms. Wickman bit down lightly on her bottom lip. She was intensely turned on and knew she was mere seconds away from orgasm. Her forefinger tightened minutely on the pistol’s trigger just as it began to happen.

	The prisoner was crying as she flicked her tongue rapidly at the warden’s clitoris, pressing her face harder against the moist center. Ms. Wickman arched her back the slightest bit and gasped as she spread her legs wide and angled the gun at a safe trajectory. Safe for her, that is. Her forefinger then tightened on the trigger. The report of the gun filled the room as a bullet punched through the top of the inmate’s head. In another moment, Ms. Wickman felt blood from the undoubtedly messy exit wound as it pooled against her vagina, a sensation that sent another shudder of orgasm rippling through her body.

	Another moment passed before she pushed the corpse away and glanced at the woman standing guard by the door. This was Helga Von Tramppe, the vice-warden at Prison 13.

	Helga was tall, standing two inches shy of six feet in her bare feet and just over that mark in the three-inch heels she was wearing. Helga was leggy and possessed a large bust, the impressiveness of which was enhanced significantly by her tight black uniform blazer. She wore black stockings and a black skirt that reached mid-thigh. Perched atop her head was a black hat with a shiny brim. Affixed to the front of the hat were the eagle and skull insignia of Hitler’s SS. She wore a red armband with a swastika inside a white circle on her left blazer sleeve.

	She wasn’t playing dress-up. These symbols of the fallen third Reich had a purpose behind them. Another swastika adorned the wall behind Ms. Wickman in the form of a huge Nazi flag. It covered almost the entire wall. Though Prison 13 had no direct affiliation—that Ms. Wickman knew of—with any surviving vestige of Hitler’s failed regime, the shadow council apparently wished for inmates to believe otherwise.

	Thus the swastika was the prison’s official symbol of power. It was everywhere. That there was no direct lineage between the third Reich and Prison 13—probably—didn’t matter. The symbols were universally known. They evoked feelings of revulsion and dread and conveyed an important message about the facility’s dedication to merciless sadism. No one on the council had ever explicitly spelled out this aspect of the reasoning for her, but it seemed obvious enough.

	Under Ms. Wickman, that dedication was firmer than ever. Through a campaign of random brutality designed to instill an atmosphere of perpetual paranoia and terror, she had excised the rebellious element of Prison 13’s inmate population and had effectively cowed the rest of them. The shadow council regarded her tenure as warden as an unqualified triumph.

	This pleased Ms. Wickman immensely. Her previous stint as the ruler of another remote fortress had ended badly, to say the least. This was her chance at redemption and she had every intention of making the most of it for a long time to come.

	Helga thumbed the button of the microphone attached to a lapel of her blazer and spoke softly into it, summoning a cleanup crew. The crew came and scrubbed the floor, cleaned the chair, and then took the body away.

	When they were gone, the vice-warden’s expression betrayed faint amusement as she came away from her position by the door and approached Ms. Wickman. “How was the bitch? Did she satisfy you?”

	Ms. Wickman grunted. “She was dutiful, but I am not yet fulfilled, I’m afraid. I’ll need you to come to my quarters at the usual time tonight.”

	The corners of Helga’s mouth dimpled as she stepped closer, lifting the hem of her superior’s dress. Ms. Wickman’s underwear had been discarded. She slid two fingers inside the warden’s blood-smeared vagina, smiling a little more broadly at the small gasp this elicited.

	“Of course, warden.”

	She flexed her fingers.

	Ms. Wickman made a small sound of pleasure. She gripped Helga’s throat in her right hand and gave it a tight squeeze. “Has that special prisoner arrived?”

	Helga swallowed a lump in her throat and managed to incline her head in a slight nod. “Yes, madam.”

	“Is she ready for my inspection?”

	“Not quite. She’s being processed now. She should be ready for you by this afternoon.”

	Maintaining her grip on Helga’s throat, Ms. Wickman leaned forward and kissed her vice-warden lightly on the mouth. Then she pulled back and smiled. “Good. I need a shower before meeting her, anyway,” she said, turning away from Helga and heading for a door in a corner of the room. The door led to her lushly-appointed private quarters. “And I’ll need a new chair. See that it’s in place before I return.”

	“Yes, madam.”

	Ms. Wickman kept her back to the vice-warden as she opened the door to her quarters. She paused with the door open and said, “And Helga?”

	“Yes, madam?”

	“Bring another plaything when you come round tonight. A brunette this time. A skinny one. The more desperate and eager to please, the better.”

	“Consider it done, madam.”

	Ms. Wickman said nothing else as she stepped through the opening and pulled the door shut behind her.
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	Consciousness returned with a blast of freezing cold water. Her first vague impression was that she had fallen off a ship and was drowning at sea. Despite the frigid cold, her mind remained mired in a state of soupy semi-consciousness for several more moments. The grogginess endured even after the next blast of cold water engulfed her body. She felt the water fill her mouth and go up her nostrils, making her cough and splutter.

	Her first inkling that she wasn’t drowning in the midst of a storm-tossed ocean came when she spat the water out and realized how clean it tasted. More tactile impressions followed on the heels of this insight as the grogginess at last began to loosen its grip on her. There was something solid beneath her. Her fingers clawed at what felt like wet concrete. She willed her eyes open and got her first blurry glimpse of her surroundings.

	She was in a large, starkly lit room with a high ceiling. Despite the influx of water, she was aware of a cottony sensation in her mouth. This told her that what she had first assumed was normal post-sleep grogginess was something else. She had been drugged, probably with a high-level dosage of something strong enough to keep her under for a prolonged period of time.

	Another hard blast of cold water hit her seconds after this realization. She coughed and spluttered again and attempted to roll away from the concentrated water stream. That was when she felt the shackles encircling her wrists and ankles. Her heart hammered in her chest as she experienced a rare thing for her—real fear.

	In the years after killing her corrupt and cynically manipulative father, Jessica Sloan had fashioned a life for herself in which she was the ultimate apex predator. In any given situation, she was the one everyone else in the room—regardless of how big or strong or skilled—needed to fear the most. Her prowess as a fighter and professional killer was rivaled by only the most elite assassins on the planet.

	Jessica had also organized her life in a way meant to reduce the possibility of ever crossing paths with any of her equals. She altered her appearance on a regular basis. She conducted her business with layers upon layers of sophisticated security. These things should have been enough to keep her perpetually beyond the reach of those who might wish her harm.

	About that, however, she had apparently been very wrong.

	She forced her eyes open when the thus far unseen person wielding the hose cut the powerful stream of water. The cessation of the stream was accompanied by a loud, metallic clack. Jessica squinted into the gloom. In a few moments, she glimpsed a tall, shadowy figure. A man. His hands were sheathed in black rubber gloves and clutched in them was the large nozzle of a heavy hose designed for putting out fires.

	Still shivering in the wake of the repeated cold water blasts, Jessica began to perceive low, whispered voices. There were others behind the man with the hose, more shadowy men standing close to the opposite wall. Their words were indistinct and at first she could make out nothing. As the roaring in her ears began to subside, however, she was able to pick out a few repeated words, including “warden”, “security”, and “delousing”.

	Some dim level of understanding came to her. She was in a secure facility of some kind, probably the kind operated by shadow elements of the government. It wouldn’t officially exist on paper. She had been in such places on occasion in the past, during her time as a black ops assassin. Back then, however, she’d been on the other side of this equation, doing morally questionable things in the service of country and national security.

	This current phase of her ordeal was part of an extreme form of delousing procedure, a means of ensuring she was clean and free of bodily parasites. But what was being done to her was well beyond anything strictly necessary. This thing with the hose wasn’t really about cleansing her body. It was, instead, about setting the proper tone at the outset of her imprisonment.

	There was a message inherent in this brutal introduction to her new environment. She now existed in a world beyond the rule of law, and she should have no expectation of fair or humane treatment. Not only that, but her jailers had no intention of ever letting her go. She would die in this place, wherever it was, and never see the outside world again.

	Well, that was the message, anyway.

	Jessica’s eyes narrowed to slits of barely contained rage and a corner of her mouth curled sharply upward.

	We’ll just see about that, motherfuckers.

	This, unfortunately, was not the time to start fighting back. She was at her weakest and most vulnerable. A time to fight would come, but she would first have to recover her strength. She would also need more information about where she was and the layout of this facility. She would need to think and concoct a plan. For now she needed to seem docile and cooperative. With this in mind, she opened her eyes wider and forced the sneer off her face.

	Boot heels clacked on the concrete floor as the men behind the hose-wielder came forward. There were two of them. The man with the hose stayed where he was, his gloved hands still on the big nozzle. As the other men moved into the harsh overhead lighting illuminating this side of the room, Jessica glimpsed polished black boots. She glanced up and saw the men were attired in black uniform trousers and blazers. Atop their heads were black hats with shiny brims. A frown creased Jessica’s brow as she noticed the red armbands encircling their left arms.

	Um…what the actual fuck?

	The Nazi symbols set this place apart from the secret prisons she’d served at in the past. In fact, the staff at such facilities mostly eschewed identifying symbols of any type. There was no getting around it—what she was seeing now was just plain…weird.

	The men stood over her.

	One of them said, “You will cooperate. You will behave.”

	Jessica nodded. “Okay.”

	The same man grunted and said, “Good. We now move to the final phase of the delousing procedure. When that is done, you will see the warden.”

	Another nod. “Where am I?”

	There was a brief silence. Then one of the men laughed softly, a sound soon echoed by the other men in the room. This expression of levity was short-lived, ending when the man who’d spoken first said, “Enough! Ms. Wickman is chomping at the bit to see this bitch. Let’s get her on her feet.”

	The men hauled Jessica to her feet. They then steered her toward a door and ushered her through it. Next she was pulled down a short, narrow passageway. The lighting here was brighter, making her squint. The shackles around her ankles made her gait awkward, a situation made worse by the rough handling of the men clutching her arms. They pulled at her when she stumbled, jerking her upright again with nearly enough force to dislocate her arms.

	At the end of the corridor was another door. It swung inward when one of the men rapped his knuckles against a frosted glass window laced with security wire. Jessica was then dragged into a room in which the walls were lined with cubbyhole shelving. Inside the cubbyholes were stacks of clean garments. At a glance, it was clear these were inmate uniforms and that she was here to be outfitted with one.

	Providing prisoner attire, however, was not the room’s sole purpose. At its center was an examination table. Stretched across it was a fresh expanse of white paper. This table differed from the type common to doctor’s offices everywhere else in one important way—the sturdy metal rings affixed to each corner. Each ring was equipped with a shackle.

	Jessica grimaced, sensing what was coming. She was guided over to the table. There her minders hefted her up and stretched her out on its surface. Primal instinct screamed out at her to fight, to resist the violation that was about to occur, but she again ignored this, knowing that, for now, it remained in her best interests to stay as cooperative as possible. She would endure this insult. However, she would not forget it.

	Payback would come, one way or another.

	The shackles she was wearing were the kind with brace bars. They were designed to inhibit range of movement. These were now removed, but the physical relief this afforded her didn’t last long. Using the attached shackles, the guards cuffed her wrists and ankles to the metal rings at the corners of the table. After that, they walked out of the room, leaving her alone for a short time.

	She relaxed and waited, controlling her breathing as she stared up at the gray ceiling. Then the door creaked as it opened again. In a moment, she heard an approach of heavy footsteps. Soon a very large woman was standing at the side of the table. The woman was tall, middle-aged, and weighed somewhere in the neighborhood of three hundred pounds. Her shoulder-length dark hair was streaked with white. Her face was doughy and impassive.

	The woman pulled on latex gloves. Her face remained expressionless as she said, “I will now verify that you are free of contraband. This will entail a mandatory cavity search. It will be a thorough search.”

	Her tone as she spoke was mostly devoid of inflection, though she did seem to lend extra emphasis to the word “thorough”.

	Of course it’ll be thorough, you fucking hag, Jessica thought. And you’re going to enjoy every second of it, aren’t you? Well, have your sick fun while you can. You’re on my fucking list now, bitch.

	The woman smiled faintly, as if sensing Jessica’s thoughts.

	Then she reached a gloved hand between Jessica’s legs and began an inspection that was every bit as thorough as she’d promised.
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	They came for Sally Nielsen first thing that morning. She was lying in her bottom bunk, with the single thin, tattered bedsheet she was allowed pulled up above her breasts, when she heard the clacking of boot heels on the landing outside the cell she shared with Laura Grier.

	Though the sound stirred a reflexive fear, she believed she would be okay. She wasn’t a troublemaker and did little to draw attention to herself. The belief persisted even as the guards paused at her cell and began to open it. Her cellmate was a more obvious target for guard scrutiny. Laura started fights with other inmates on an almost daily basis. She had killed a woman in the D-Block showers not long ago and had openly boasted about it. Laura also delighted in tormenting her far meeker cellmate, torturing her in various ways and forcing her to service her sexual needs.

	But the guards had not come for Laura.

	Sally was still blinking sleep crust from her eyes when a guard tore the thin sheet away from her body, revealing the slender nude form beneath. She shrieked as she was seized by a rough pair of hands and yanked off the bunk mattress. Instinct made her try to jerk free of the man’s grip. This earned her a hard, backhanded slap across the face. Then she was crying and pleading for mercy and an explanation.

	The last thing she saw as she was dragged out of the cell was Laura Grier. The commotion had awakened her cellmate, who was in a sitting position on the top bunk. She did not look pleased. Of course she didn’t. Her personal slave was being taken away without explanation, probably never to return. Inmates who were unceremoniously taken from their cells this way were rarely seen again, at least not alive.

	Now Sally was in Prison 13’s infirmary. The room was large, with plaster walls painted a light shade of green. A row of old-fashioned hospital beds with stainless steel frames lined each wall. Hours had passed since her arrival in the infirmary and still she’d received no explanation for her presence here or for the forced removal from her cell.

	Just two more of the infirmary’s approximately two dozen beds were currently occupied, both by women she recognized, though she’d seen neither in a long while. One was a redhead named Samantha Blair. Samantha had been gorgeous. Emphasis on the past tense. In the months since her unexplained overnight disappearance from her cell, horrible things had been done to her. Her gorgeous, flowing red locks were gone, her shorn scalp showing evidence of multiple deep incisions. A row of fresh stitches stretched from her left temple to the crown of her skull. This, however, was the least of the many awful things that had been done to her.

	Parts of Samantha Blair had been removed, including limbs and breasts. What remained was a large lump of mottled-looking flesh, much of it burn-scarred and lined with fresh, stitch-lined incisions. Samantha’s eyes stared straight up at the ceiling, never blinking because her eyelids had been removed.

	Seeing what had been done to the formerly beautiful woman filled Sally with revulsion, though she’d seen terrible things in Prison 13 prior to being brought to the infirmary. Murders had taken place right in front of her, but that was prisoner-on-prisoner violence. It almost always happened fast, with someone moving in from seemingly out of nowhere to stick someone with a shank before fading back into the crowd.

	That was always upsetting when it happened, but the quickness of the attacks and the subsequent swift restoration of order also allowed for a kind of disconnect. You sort of got used to it after a while. But this was different. What had been done to Samantha Blair went beyond violence and into a realm of sadism and depravity that took Sally by surprise. This was inhumanity. It was atrocity.

	It was evil.

	The other woman was Agnes Fitzgerald, a grandmotherly type who, as far as Sally knew, was Prison 13’s oldest inmate. Agnes had worked in D-Block’s kitchen for decades. Several months ago, guards stormed into the kitchen and removed several of the cooks and dishwashers. As always, there was no explanation. None of the missing kitchen workers were ever seen again.

	Until now.

	Unlike Samantha Blair, Agnes’s body had not been mutilated in any obvious way. Physically, she appeared intact. Except, that is, for the long, stitch-lined incision at her left temple. The blankness in her eyes and the way her mouth hung open, a line of drool trailing from one corner, led Sally to conclude she’d been lobotomized. The bigger mystery as far as the old lady was concerned was why she’d been kept alive for so long.

	Sally figured she would never know the answer to that question. Not that she cared. She’d liked Agnes—everybody had—but there was nothing that could be done for her. Her own well-being was the only thing she gave a damn about and, based on what she was seeing, her prospects in that area looked bleak.

	One other “patient” had been dragged into the infirmary a few minutes. This woman Sally did not recognize, but she was one of the most stunningly attractive women she’d ever seen. Even pre-deconstruction Samantha Blair would have looked plain by comparison. Unlike the other patients—who all wore hospital gowns—the gorgeous blonde was attired in the standard orange uniform of a newly processed inmate.

	Shackled at the wrists and ankles, she was surrounded by guards, who seemed wary of her, which was strange. Despite their apparent unease, the new prisoner was quiet and cooperative. She stood at the opposite end of the infirmary, staring blankly straight ahead as a nurse in blue scrubs administered several inoculations via syringe. In a few minutes, this phase of the new inmate’s processing was finished and the guards ushered her out of the infirmary.

	The nurse also departed, leaving Sally effectively alone for a time. She figured the ruined husks that had once been Samantha and Agnes didn’t count as actual company. It was too bad. She could use the distraction of a conversation. It would take her mind off the dread mounting inside her regarding her own fate.

	Her occasional furtive glances at Samantha’s unmoving form weren’t helping matters any. She tried willing herself not to look again numerous times, but thus far the temptation had been irresistible. Her gaze lingered longest on the places where limbs had been severed, those grotesque masses of cauterized flesh, all of which had healed badly. Her right leg had been removed at the knee. White pus tinged with green was oozing from a hole in the stump there. Seeing these things made Sally’s stomach twist, but she never failed to take yet another glance in the mutilated woman’s direction.

	This lasted until the time she turned her head yet again in Samantha’s direction and saw the woman’s lidless eyes staring back at her. The unnatural state of those eyes—that exposed roundness—offended something primal within Sally, eliciting a startled shriek. She jerked at the cuffs around her wrists in an instinctual attempt to get away from the horror facing her.

	She didn’t calm down until she realized there was not the slightest glint of recognition in Samantha’s blank gaze. The woman had not turned her head in a deliberate effort to look at Sally. She was still staring straight ahead, only now it was at her rather than up at the ceiling. Her features remained expressionless and now her mouth was hanging open, drool dribbling from a corner.

	Time stretched out. Minutes accumulated, becoming hours. This according to the clock mounted on the wall across from her. The passage of time did not calm Sally. Quite the opposite, in fact. It filled her mind with imagined horrors. She envisioned leering Nazi doctors removing her limbs with rusty handsaws, procedures they would of course perform without the aid of anesthetic. The pain would be immense, worse by far than anything she had ever experienced or imagined.

	Her terror increased steadily until she thought she was losing her mind. Slightly more than two hours after the new inmate was ushered from the infirmary, Sally’s head snapped in Samantha’s direction. Her mouth curled in a snarl as she said, “Look away from me, you fucking weird-eyed freak!”

	Then she laughed.

	Yes, she thought. I’m definitely starting to lose my fucking mind.

	Then she laughed again.

	A detached part of her realized her subconscious mind was channeling multiple layers of suppressed rage into what she was currently feeling. Sally had been brought to Prison 13 for reasons completely unknown to her. She had committed no crimes of any significance, unless you counted silly things like speeding tickets and smoking the occasional bit of weed. She was certainly no hardened criminal and didn’t belong in a place like this. No one had ever explained it to her and her early demands for an explanation earned her savage beatings.

	At Prison 13, this was a common story.

	Thinking about it now, Sally felt that old bitterness rise up again. She had mostly let it simmer beneath the surface during her time as Laura Grier’s slave. Keeping her vicious cellmate happy had been a full-time job. But now the rage threatened to come roaring out of her. She was shaking with the need to express it.

	She wanted to scream.

	Then the nurse in blue scrubs she’d seen earlier came back into the infirmary. She was pushing a medical cart, one with multiple cabinets. A tall, thin woman in heels and a white lab coat also came into the infirmary. Beneath the lab coat, this woman wore a blue dress. It had a plunging neckline and the hem reached her knees. She wore wire-rim glasses and had short, curly brown hair. Clutched in her right hand was a clipboard, attached to which was what looked like a single sheet of paper. She studied whatever was written on it as she followed the nurse down the aisle between the rows of beds.

	The nurse parked the cart at the foot of Sally’s bed. She opened its top drawer and began sorting through items Sally couldn’t see, though imagining what they might be did nothing to calm her already highly agitated nerves. The doctor—or the woman Sally assumed was a doctor—also stopped at the foot of the bed and continued to study the sheet of paper attached to the clipboard.

	After a seeming eternity, the woman in the lab coat smiled and approached the head of the bed. She turned the clipboard so Sally could read what was written on the sheet of paper. Sally frowned as she read through the single brief paragraph.

	She frowned. “What? Seriously?”

	The woman in the lab coat nodded. “You complained of a pain in your hand. The right one, correct?”

	Sally’s frown deepened. “Um…”

	For months she had been experiencing occasional twinges in her right hand. Joint pain. She figured it was the first symptom of arthritis. It was annoying, but nothing that was too debilitating. At least not yet. She had talked about it just once, in the cafeteria at lunchtime just last week. There had been no guards or other prison staff within earshot at the time, so how this woman knew about it mystified her.

	The woman gave her a disapproving expression. “Answer the question. Was the pain you experienced in your right hand?”

	“It was the left hand.”

	This was a lie.

	The pain was in her right hand. Sally, however, was right-handed, and she had been seized by a conviction that being truthful in this situation was against her best interests.

	The woman in the lab coat smirked. “Are you quite sure about that, inmate?”

	Sally swallowed a lump in her throat and nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Yes, I am.”

	The woman smiled. “That is not the information I have, but I suppose it could be in error. Very well, then, we’ll begin our therapeutic efforts with your left hand.”

	She thumbed a button on the side of the bed, causing the back of it to tilt upward. The woman kept her finger on the button until Sally was in a sitting position. Sally glanced at the nurse, who was no longer sorting through items in the cart. She was younger than the maybe-doctor and pretty. She pulled on latex gloves and smiled at Sally in a way she might have interpreted as comforting if not for the swastika pinned to her top. Something in the way the emblem was displayed made Sally sure it was worn with pride.

	Which, to say the least, did not seem like a positive indicator.

	The maybe-doctor snapped the clipboard across Sally’s face, making her cry out in shock and pain. The woman screamed at her: “Look at me!”

	Sally whimpered. “Y-yes, ma’am. I’m s-s-sorry.”

	“Shut up!”

	Sally opened her mouth to apologize again, but she quickly closed it.

	The woman nodded. “Good. Submissiveness is recommended. You are weak and worthless. Do you not agree?”

	Sally said nothing. She’d been told to shut up.

	The woman rolled her eyes. “You may answer.”

	Sally managed a single, trembling nod. “Yes, ma’am. I am weak and worthless.”

	The nurse, now holding a large syringe, moved to the side of the bed opposite the maybe-doctor and plunged the needle into Sally’s upper arm.

	Sally flinched, yelping weakly.

	The maybe-doctor smiled. “Nurse Collins is administering a powerful local anesthetic. In a short time, your left arm will become completely numb. This is to render you compliant for the necessary therapeutic procedure.”

	True to what the woman said, Sally’s arm became entirely numb in just over a minute. The feeling extended slightly beyond her arm, into her shoulder and the left side of her chest and back.

	The nurse dropped the spent hypo in an orange bucket at the side of the bed and returned to the cart. She knelt and removed something from a bottom drawer. She then stood up slowly, carefully hoisting a large glass jar filled with a noxious-looking green liquid. The nurse seemed wary of the jar’s contents, holding it delicately by the handles despite its firmly shut lid. She set the jar atop the cart and removed the lid, unleashing a toxic smell that made Sally’s eyes water.

	The woman in the lab coat said, “My name is Dr. Woronov. I graduated near the top of my class from Harvard and I worked for many years at one of the top trauma centers in Manhattan. You are in capable hands, I assure you.”

	Sally glanced at Dr. Woronov. “What’s in that jar?”

	The doctor smiled. “A magical, healing elixir.”

	Tears leaked from Sally’s eyes. “Really?”

	Exchanging a glance, Dr. Woronov and Nurse Collins laughed and failed to answer the question. The nurse wheeled the cart into place next to the bed. She undid the cuff encircling Sally’s left wrist, took hold of her limp hand, and began to guide it toward the jar.

	Sally began to blubber. “Please don’t. Please…”

	Dr. Woronov scowled. “I believe you told an untruth earlier, didn’t you? About which hand was troubling you, I mean. But that’s okay. I forgive you. Hush, now, no need to scream quite so loudly. You would have soon felt those early onset arthritis twinges in your left hand, as well, so we might as well treat both of them.”

	Sally continued to scream as Nurse Collins dipped her fingers into the disgusting green liquid. It was something highly corrosive, some kind of powerful acid. The fleshy parts of her fingers dissolved upon contact, diluting the green with plumes of bright red. Though she couldn’t feel it, she knew the bones beneath the flesh dissolved just as easily.

	Nurse Collins’s eyes were wide with something very close to sexual delight. She licked her lips as she lowered Sally’s hand deeper into the jar. She did this slowly, inch by inch, though it was clear the acid was capable of dissolving her hand at a much faster rate. The reason for this was simple and obvious—to prolong the mental anguish of the experience for Sally.

	She stopped, finally, when Sally’s hand had been dissolved to the wrist. The stump had been cauterized by the acid. Nurse Collins flipped the mutilated arm away from her and it thumped down on the thin mattress. The remaining trace amount of acid ate a hole through the bedsheet.

	Dr. Woronov laughed. “How are you feeling, Sally? Any better?”

	Sally mewled pitifully.

	Then she mustered the strength for another scream.

	Dr. Woronov nodded. “Oh, good. Still with us. Nurse Collins, do what you need to do.”

	The mad doctor moved out of the way as her underling came around to the other side of the bed. Clutched in the pretty nurse’s right hand was a fresh syringe.
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	This room was easily the smallest of the several she’d been shuffled through thus far. Its dimensions were roughly the equivalent of a police interrogation room. Jessica suspected it served a similar purpose. The room was sparsely furnished, with just a small rectangular table at its center. Two chairs on one side of the table, just one on the opposite, where she was seated.

	The chair was bolted to the floor and the shackles around her wrists and ankles were tightly affixed to its sturdy steel frame. She had some small range of motion available to her upper body, but otherwise she was absolutely immobilized. Jessica craned her head around, taking in as much of the room as she could from her restricted vantage point. Given the room’s small size, this was actually quite a bit of it, not that there was much to see.

	She sat facing a metal door with no window. A Nazi flag adorned the wall to her left. The flag was the room’s only wall decoration. Though she couldn’t see the wall directly behind her, she knew it was blank from her initial entry into the room.

	There was nothing new to see. She was looking again only out of boredom. Approximately a half hour had passed since the guards had shackled her to this chair and walked out of the room, closing the door behind them. She wasn’t surprised to have been left alone. It was a standard tactic of psychological manipulation. Leaving her unattended was a way of emphasizing her utter helplessness. Her captors had total control of her, was what this said, and there was nothing she could do about it, even when no one was directly monitoring her.

	Jessica knew this because she’d employed similar tactics in the past. She also was certain the unmonitored aspect wasn’t true. Though she hadn’t spotted it yet, she was sure there was a camera in here somewhere, likely a very small one, and somewhere out there someone was observing her on a screen. This was why she chose not to unduly fidget or test her bonds. There was no point. She would be watched from afar and studied until someone came in to interact with her directly.

	At last, after about an hour alone in the room, the door directly across from Jessica opened. A tall woman with platinum blonde hair entered and closed the door behind her. She had the build of a porn star or stripper, with long, shapely legs and large breasts. Her hair was long and straight, hanging well past her shoulders. The woman’s face was attractive, its sharply angled planes making her look almost too perfect, like an airbrushed vision of a circa 1970s ideal woman. One of your dad’s Playboy centerfold models come to full, breathing life was basically what this woman was. Even her faux-SS uniform contributed to this impression, with the short, tight black skirt and high-heeled black boots making her look more like the sexy Halloween version of an SS officer than the real thing. Clutched in her hands was a pair of black rubber gloves.

	The woman’s heels clicked on the floor tiles as she came around the table to stand next to Jessica. She dropped the gloves on the table and said nothing, just stood there, staring down at her prisoner. Jessica knew this was another intimidation tactic. Despite this, she was getting the slightest bit tired of being played with by these people. She tilted her head up to stare into the woman’s sneering face.

	“Are you a hooker? Because you look sort of like a hooker. You know, the kind who specializes in catering to men with kinky tastes. Nazi fetishes, for instance.”

	The woman whipped a hand across Jessica’s face, striking her hard enough to sting. She said nothing, surprisingly. There were no threats, no admonition against speaking. She just continued to stand there, staring down at Jessica with that sneer on her face.

	Jessica grimaced, working her jaw a bit. “Ouch. You pack quite a wallop. I’m impressed.”

	Again, the woman said nothing.

	Jessica was disappointed with herself. The quip about the woman looking like a hooker, while not inaccurate, was a glaring slip in her self-discipline. She needed to do exactly what this woman was doing, just be quiet and wait, showing no outward signs of disturbance or distress until the reason for her presence here was revealed. This resolve lasted until a minute later, when the woman slapped her again, harder than before.

	Jessica sighed, glancing up at her again. “I’m trying my best to be good, but, seriously, what the fuck was that one for?”

	In response, the woman slapped her yet again.

	And again said absolutely nothing.

	Jessica licked at a corner of her mouth, tasting blood. One of the woman’s long nails had scratched her that time. Jessica tilted her chin up, making eye contact. “If you stop hitting me now, I promise to make your death quick and painless later.”

	Inwardly, Jessica cursed herself.

	So much for self-discipline.

	The woman slapped her yet again, delivering the hardest blow yet. If it had landed with just a little more force, it might have broken her jaw. The woman then took up a position directly behind Jessica. She placed her hands on Jessica’s shoulders, squeezing hard.

	Jessica groaned. “Oh, good. I could use a massage.”

	She shrieked in surprise as the woman seized a handful of her hair and jerked her head roughly backward, so that her face was staring straight upward as the woman leaned over her. Jessica saw that her plump lips were pursed and that her throat muscles were working. She sensed what was about to happen an instant before it did.

	Oh, gross, no.

	A warm glob of saliva struck her forehead. The woman released her grip on Jessica’s hair and gave her head a rough push forward, making her wince. Her right hand then returned to its previous place at Jessica’s shoulder. Jessica grimaced as a bit of the woman’s spit dripped into her eyes.

	A memory from the early moments of her return to consciousness came back to her then. Those references to a warden. One of the guards had called her “Ms. Wickman”.

	Jessica sighed. “Okay, Wickman, you’ve made your point. I’m a subhuman, worthless piece of trash. You have total dominance over me. I am yours to do with as you please. Now that we’ve established that fact, could we maybe get to the fucking point of this meeting?”

	The woman laughed. Other than that sneering disdain, it was her first reaction or evidence of emotion since entering the room.

	Now it was Jessica’s turn to sneer. “Right, okay. What’s so fucking funny?”

	Yet again, the woman said nothing.

	Then the door across from Jessica opened again and another striking-looking woman came into the room. She was older than the woman who’d spent the last several minutes abusing Jessica, perhaps somewhere in her early-to-mid forties. Her dark hair was streaked with gray and she wore it gathered in a bun at the back of her head. Though not as buxom as the leggy blonde, she was thin and attractive. There was elegance in the way she moved and in her posture as she pulled out a chair on the other side of the table and took a seat across from Jessica.

	The woman crossed her legs and folded her hands primly atop her knee. “I am Ms. Wickman. I am the warden of Prison 13. My colleague behind you is Helga. She is vice-warden here. Do you have any questions?”

	Jessica nodded. “Yeah. A few.”

	Helga’s fingers pressed more firmly into Jessica’s shoulders, the pressure just shy of actually painful.

	Ms. Wickman arched an eyebrow. “Such as?”

	“What is Prison 13 and what the fuck am I doing here?”

	Ms. Wickman smiled frostily. “You are here because some powerful men, friends of your father, decided this is where you should spend the rest of your life.”

	Jessica snorted. “Oh, they did, did they? Well, fuck those fucking assholes.”

	Ms. Wickman again lifted an eyebrow. “You are a murderer, are you not? Or do you deny killing your father?”

	Jessica hesitated only briefly before replying. She could deny the accusation, but there was no real point. They knew she had killed her father. Any evidence they did—or didn’t—have against her was irrelevant. There had been no trial. No due process. This was not a facility to which ordinary criminal offenders were sent.

	“Yeah, I killed the son of a bitch, and a hundred other motherfuckers besides. So what? You can believe me when I tell you he had it fucking coming.”

	Ms. Wickman shrugged. “Be that as it may, you killed the man and that is why you are here. Any other questions?”

	“You still haven’t told me what Prison 13 is. It’s obviously not any ordinary prison.”

	Ms. Wickman smiled, a bit more broadly this time. “You are correct. There is nothing ordinary about Prison 13. You are beyond the reach of your country’s legal system. Only a few people outside of Prison 13—none of them your friends—know where you are. No one is ever coming to help you. There will be no rescue. And escape is impossible. You will die here.”

	“So I’m just all around fucked, huh?”

	“Precisely.”

	The two women stared at each other across the table in silence for a long moment. Helga continued to slowly increase the pressure of her clawing fingers. Ms. Wickman shifted position in her chair, re-crossing her legs and again folding her hands in that prim way.

	The silence stretched out long enough that Jessica became annoyed. “Is there some actual reason for this meeting? I can’t imagine you have these little informational chats with all the inmates.”

	Ms. Wickman laughed softly. “You’re right about that. I am a busy woman. Most of the whores we process through here are not worth my individual attention. You, however, interest me very much. You’re special.”

	Jessica said nothing at first. This was an unexpected turn in the conversation. She sensed there might be an unusual opportunity here, some advantage she might gain if she played her cards just right.

	She strove to keep her tone neutral as she said, “Oh? How so?”

	Ms. Wickman chuckled. “I hear the cunning in your tone. You’re trying to hide it, of course, but doing a rather poor job of it. Which is understandable under the circumstances. You’re disoriented. Weak. You’re not really yourself. Not yet.”

	Jessica’s expression darkened. “Don’t underestimate me, bitch.”

	Helga’s hands abruptly came away from Jessica’s shoulders. She stared down at Jessica with a look of smug amusement as she retrieved the black rubber gloves from the table and began pulling them on.

	Ms. Wickman smiled. “Oh, we’d never underestimate you, Jessica Sloan. Have no fear on that count.”

	Helga moved back into place behind Jessica, her hands again settling on her shoulders. Jessica’s skin crawled a little at the feel of the thick rubber.

	“I have a special vision for you and your ultimate place here at Prison 13, Jessica,” Ms. Wickman said, leaning forward slightly. “You have skills I might find very useful one day. You will, however, have to earn your special place in my organization. My trust isn’t earned easily, either. It might take years. You’ll never leave here, but you might one day enjoy a position of relative comfort and power. That day, alas, is not today. Appearances must be maintained, after all, at least for a time. You are here to be punished and I am obligated to see that that happens.”

	Helga’s hands clamped tightly around Jessica’s throat. She bore down hard, exerting enough pressure to make her gag and desperately attempt to suck in air. The pressure increased until she couldn’t breathe at all. Jessica’s heart slammed heavily in her chest as Helga maintained the potentially deadly level of pressure a moment longer.

	Then Helga relaxed her grip on her throat, allowing her to wheezily suck in air. The relief Jessica felt was huge. For the first time, it hit her how truly, utterly helpless she was. She didn’t like the feeling at all.

	Ms. Wickman smiled. “Enjoy every second of this brief respite, Jessica. I regret to inform you that we’re just getting started.”

	Her expression conveyed no regret whatsoever.

	She wasn’t, however, lying when describing the respite as brief.

	Helga’s hands again closed around Jessica’s throat and squeezed hard.
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	Unlike a lot of women incarcerated at Prison 13, Alice Kincaid had done some time in a mainstream prison. Meaning, in her case, one operating within the legal system of the United States. She had served four and a half years of a ten-year sentence for armed robbery, earning an early release for good behavior. A willingness to suck the warden’s cock in exchange for a favorable parole board recommendation had helped, too.

	When she got out, she did her best to walk the straight and narrow path. In her late twenties, she was then still young enough to make a good life for herself in the straight world. All she had to do was stay sober, find a good man with a good job, get pregnant, and not break the law. For a time, it looked like she would accomplish her goals. She stayed off the booze and pills, she found the right kind of man, and together they got to work on getting her pregnant. At no point did she commit any crimes. Looking back, the only thing she could think of that she’d done wrong was the cheating.

	She hadn’t been able to help it. Greg made enough money that she didn’t have to work. This left her with a lot of free time on her hands, which had never been a good thing. She got bored and started banging random strangers when her man was at work. They were always people unconnected to her regular life. Young men she met while she was out shopping or whatever. None of them ever meant anything to her. She even made them use rubbers every time so that when Greg finally impregnated her, her baby would definitely be his kid. These other men were just there to scratch that itch she had, to fill her time.

	Until the day she was snatched from the parking garage at a shopping center, she hadn’t believed she was doing anything wrong. Not long after waking up in Prison 13’s dank delousing center, she began to reevaluate this mindset and came to the conclusion her moral relativism was to blame for the radical change of scenery. At the outset of their relationship, Greg had made a big point about being a believer in strict monogamy. She hadn’t adhered to that standard and somehow he’d found out about it. He apparently had the contacts and pull to have those who displeased him dealt with in unpleasant ways and now here she was.

	Pretty simple, really.

	It made her mad a lot of the time, but, in truth, she still sometimes hoped Greg would have a change of heart and invite her back into his life. She recognized this, however, as stupid wishful thinking. This was why, after those first few shell-shocked months at Prison 13, she set about doing everything she could to make the most of a completely fucked-up situation.

	She studied the long-term inmates, the ones who’d been here a decade or longer. She did this surreptitiously, taking care not to get caught watching anyone for too long. Too much of the wrong kind of attention made you a target. It was therefore a necessarily long process. She was interested not only in how these people conducted themselves, but in the little things they did that were different from what everybody else did.

	Eventually, she zeroed in on a woman named Kathy Harris. Kathy was the living embodiment of the prison bull-dyke cliché, a big, fleshy woman with short, spiky hair and lots of piercings and tattoos. She was somewhere in her forties and word was she’d been at Prison 13 for fifteen years, reputedly for killing some important man. The wrong important man, it seemed, someone with shady, powerful friends. Hearing about this almost made Alice envious. Hell, at least the big bitch had perpetrated an identifiable, legit crime and knew exactly why she was here. That was more than could be said for a lot of the women at Prison 13.

	Kathy had a habit of leaving the dining area earlier than everyone else at meal times. Every time she left, another inmate seated at a different table got up and followed Kathy out of the dining area. It was the same inmate every time, a younger woman named Becky O’Connell. Becky and Kathy did not associate on a social level. Not in any visible way, at least. They didn’t sit together for meals and they didn’t hang out together in the common area during free time. But they always departed the dining area one right after the other.

	It couldn’t be coincidence.

	One day at lunch time, Alice didn’t enter the dining area with everyone else. Just outside the entrance to the dining hall was a small recessed area. At the back of this little alcove was a set of swinging double doors that led to the kitchen. The doors were not locked. While she waited, Alice occasionally ducked behind them to avoid scrutiny from inmates and guards.

	She spent much of that waiting period in the grip of a steadily deepening dread, certain that at any moment a kitchen worker would come into the supply room and catch her lurking there. No one spotted her, though, and soon she heard footsteps come walking down the hallway from the direction of the dining hall.

	Once the footsteps moved past her, she poked her head out and saw Kathy Harris’s back. She was moving with surprising speed for a larger woman. Alice ducked back behind the double doors and resumed listening. Almost exactly a minute later, another set of footsteps passed by her hidey hole. Alice poked her head out again and saw Becky O’Connell. This time she watched until the smaller woman turned left in the direction of the laundry room instead of back toward the common area, which was the required post-meal destination for all inmates.

	Knowing she had only moments to act—a larger scale exodus from the dining area would begin soon—Alice emerged from the alcove and hurried off in search of Kathy and Becky. After nearing the laundry room, she moved with as much stealth as she could manage, having heard the low, whispering voices from the adjacent hallway.

	The laundry was outfitted with several large industrial washers. These machines were running as Alice edged into the room. The noise they made masked what was being said, which perhaps was the point. Anyone interested in eavesdropping on whispered conversations here would have to get very close.

	Alice was able to slip between two of the big machines and creep to within several feet of where Kathy and Becky were talking to someone of the male persuasion. A guard, most likely. This was intriguing, to say the least. The impression intensified as Alice tuned in to what was being said. As she listened, sweat formed in her armpits and her heart began beating a lot faster.

	This was it. Her moment. Her opportunity. It was perfect. And she meant to seize the motherfucker. She was shaking only a little as she slipped the shank from inside her uniform top and clasped it tightly in the sweaty palm of her right hand. She was proud of herself. She felt in control and ready to do what needed doing.

	The flip side of this was that she’d somehow remained unaware of the operation being run by these bitches. Given its nature, it was something many inmates would know about. She could only assume she’d been kept in the dark because she’d been at Prison 13 less than a year and hadn’t yet been deemed worthy of trust.

	Well, fuck that, Alice thought. I’m taking over now.

	The male voice stopped talking and a lull in the conversation ensued as heavy footsteps moved away. Kathy and Becky stayed where they were and soon resumed talking. Alice peeked around the edge of the machine she’d been hiding behind. Their backs were turned to her. She took it as another sign that she was meant to do this. This was serendipity. It was the universe aligning in her favor for once in her goddamn life. She let out a breath, slipped out from behind the washer, and rushed at the oblivious women with the shank raised high.

	Kathy was the big one. She had to go first. Alice slammed the shank into the side of the woman’s neck, yanked it out, and slammed it in again. Becky gasped as the wounded woman gurgled, blood jetting from the holes in her neck. Alice gave Kathy a hard shove, driving her into Becky. Kathy dropped to her knees and tried grabbing on to Becky’s legs in a doomed effort to remain semi-upright. The blood continuing to jet from her wounds strongly indicated she wasn’t long for this world, but in her grasping desperation she’d effectively pinned Becky against the front of another washer.

	Alice pounced.

	She ripped the shank across Becky’s throat, opening a deep, wide gash in the flesh. Blood jumped from the wound. More of it poured out in a scarlet sheet down her chest. Both women were dead in another minute.

	Alice seated herself on the wooden bench between rows of washers. As she knew he would—based on what she’d heard—the male guard returned a few minutes later. This time he had company, another guard. Both men were loaded down with black laundry bags. They dropped the bags and went for their side pieces upon glimpsing the carnage.

	“Hold up, fellas. Let me state my case before you fill me full of holes. That okay with you?”

	Alice was holding her hands up. The bloody shank was on the floor in front of her.

	The guards stared at her with guns drawn for a long moment, saying nothing. They then exchanged a wary look. Another moment elapsed as a silent communication passed between them. The one who stood a little nearer Alice was the larger of the two, beefier and maybe a half foot taller than his colleague. He had a strong, square jaw and pale blue eyes that inspired a twinge of lust in Alice. This was the one who’d just been talking to the dead women, his now former business partners. The other guard had a slighter build and looked more rattled.

	At last, the smaller one cleared his throat and lifted his shoulders in a shrug. “Hear her out, I guess?”

	Alice almost laughed at the way he said it like a question. He sounded like a bit of a pussy, not the most desirable attribute for a man in his position. On the other hand, maybe that was something she could exploit.

	The bigger man nodded. “Speak your piece, bitch.” He smirked. “And it better be some pretty interesting shit. Otherwise you’re dead.”

	Alice smiled. “I’d like to take over the inmate end of your contraband distribution network.” She directed a quick glance at the floor before again focusing on the big guard. “There seems to be a job opening. Or two.”

	The big guard began to smile and Alice knew then she’d won him over with her audacity. “A change was needed, I guess. These dead cunts were obviously too sloppy. But how do I know you’re the right bitch for the job? It requires some finesse, you know. Some fucking subtlety and discretion.” He nodded at the corpses on the floor. “So far this bloody mess is all I know about you and it ain’t exactly subtle.”

	Alice kept smiling. “There are layers to me you haven’t seen yet. I promise you I can do this. Just give a chance. If I ain’t up to it, get rid of me.” She shrugged. “Simple, right?”

	The big guard lowered his weapon, returning it to the holster at his hip. “There’s no money in it for you, you know. Not real money, anyway.”

	Alice figured as much. Real cash money had no value in an environment unconnected to the global economy. The prison operated on an internal system of accumulated credit earned for work done or favors performed. Payment was rendered in the form of printed bills that vaguely resembled US currency, only with swastikas in the center rather than images of dead presidents.

	Staff at Prison 13 also utilized the internal currency system, which was why they sometimes entered into illicit arrangements with prisoners. Unlike the prisoners, they were able to convert the money into real money through Prison 13’s payroll department. The exchange rate was low, but it could add up to a nice bonus for sufficiently motivated employees.

	Like these guys, apparently.

	She shrugged. “Just block money, right?”

	“That’s right.”

	Alice nodded. “Good enough for me. But there must be other perks, right?” She indicated the dead women with a tilt of her chin. “Things that made it worthwhile to them.”

	The big guard nodded, smiling again. “That’s right. In fact, those other perks are the real prize here as far as you’re concerned. If you can do the job, you’ll find that out soon enough.”

	Alice unfolded her legs and got to her feet. She smiled, beginning to unbutton her top. “Oh, I can do the job. I have absolutely no fucking doubt. Now which one of you handsome assholes wants to fuck me first?”
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	That was then and this was now. A few years had passed. By now Alice Kincaid was firmly entrenched in her position as black market boss at Prison 13. After getting through the learning curve stage, things had run smoothly. She had recruited a handful of very loyal and motivated underlings, with whom she generously shared the spoils of her position.

	The guards who provided the contraband—Ted and Sam—shielded her from the perils of life as an inmate at Prison 13. All things considered, she had a pretty good life now. She’d still rather be back in the normal world, of course, but by the standards of the prison, she lived like a queen. She had a TV in her cell and lots of VHS tapes of pre-21st century movies. These things had previously belonged to Kathy Harris. The TV was the only inmate-owned electronic device on D-Block. Alice also had drugs, cigarettes, and booze. Good stuff, too, not that jailhouse hooch that twisted up your stomach and gave you the runs.

	Alice was also allowed to wear regular clothes instead of the stupid regulation uniform. Same went for the women who worked for her. The guards—who couldn’t service her animal desires on a regular basis for lots of reasons, not the least of which was her sheer insatiability—supplied a rotation of D-Block’s prettiest girls for her nighttime companionship. To top it off, she was allowed to hang a sheet across the front of her cell for privacy, a privilege granted to no other inmate.

	Yeah, it was a pretty sweet setup. So it’d probably been inevitable that one day someone would attempt to take it all away from her, just as she’d taken it away so ruthlessly from Kathy Harris and Becky O’Connell. Unfortunately for her would-be usurpers, she’d prepared for the possibility. The attempted coup had failed.

	And now it was time for Alice to mete out some punishment. The woman kneeling at her feet was Candice Finch, one of three bitches who’d conspired against her. Candice was a curvaceous black woman with very large breasts. Her tits were, in fact, the largest breasts Alice had seen on a woman who wasn’t the size of a house. It was odd seeing such massive boobs on a relatively small chick. In a way, it was a shame Alice had to kill her. Such a waste of a hall of fame set of tits.

	“This makes me sad, Candice,” Alice said, sighing as she hefted the machete in her right hand. “But a message has to be sent, I’m afraid.”

	Candice sneered, staring defiantly up at her. “Go on and do what you’re gonna do, you pasty-faced cunt.”

	Alice shook her head, making a tsk-tsk noise. “That’s no way to talk to your betters.”

	“Fuck you.”

	Alice glanced at the women standing behind Candice. “Drag the cunt over to that bench and bend her over it.”

	Lucy Thorne and Shonda Danning were her most trusted underlings. They did a lot of the dirty work necessary to keep their contraband distribution network running smoothly. Alice mostly stayed out of that end of it, focusing instead on the executive side of things, which primarily entailed dealing with the guards.

	What she was about to do now was a necessary one-time exception, a thing she had to handle personally. In a way, it was admirable how Candice didn’t struggle as she was dragged over to the bench. The woman knew there was no point. She was doomed and opting to go out with a bit of dignity. In her place, Alice doubted she would do the same. No, scratch that. She knew she’d be struggling and pleading until the end.

	Fortunately, she wasn’t the one on the losing side of this equation and she fully intended to keep it that way. She hadn’t been talking shit for the sake of it to Candice. A message did need to be sent. She needed the denizens of D-Block to hear about exactly how fucked up things could get for anyone who dared cross Alice Kincaid.

	They were in a maintenance supply room, which was located in a limited-access part of Prison 13. Inmates needed special passes for entry or, as in this case, a guard escort. It was a more secure and private place than the laundry had been. Alice had conducted business here without incident for more than three years until today.

	Twisting the woman’s arms behind her back, Shonda and Lucy forced Candice to kneel over the bench in the center of the room. One of the other conspirators was already dead, another black woman whose name Alice didn’t know. The back of her head had been caved in with a cinderblock. The third conspirator, a middle-aged Hispanic woman, was still alive. And Alice meant to let her stay that way. For a while, at least. Long enough to spread the tale of what was about to happen here.

	Alice chuckled as she took up a position above Candice, placing the edged side of the machete blade against the back of her neck.

	“Any last words?”

	“Yeah, bitch. Eat my asshole.”

	Alice smiled. “Defiant until the end. I like it. Not that it’ll do you any good.”

	She raised the machete high above her head and brought it down with all her strength. The first blow cut deep into Candice’s neck, but it wasn’t sufficient to remove the woman’s head from her shoulders. The blade had bitten into the spine, but not hard enough to cut all the way through it. Seeing this, Alice smiled. It was okay. This just prolonged the suffering, a good thing. She yanked the blade out, blood pumping from the wound as the dying woman squealed and squirmed. Now she didn’t sound so fucking mouthy.

	Snarling, Alice raised the machete again and brought it down with a savage, animalistic screech. This time the blade cut all the way through and the severed head dropped to the floor. Blood fountained out of the stump, drenching the back of the head.

	Alice scooped the head up and, grinning, held it aloft. “See!? See!?” She approached the trembling third conspirator, who was on her knees nearby. One of the guards—Sam—had his gun pressed against the back of her head. “This is what happens when you cross Alice fucking Kincaid! You tell everybody what you saw here today, bitch. And I do mean everybody. You got that?”

	Shaking harder than ever, the Hispanic woman whimpered and nodded. “Y-y-yes. I will tell e-everyone.”

	Alice laughed. “See that you do.” She turned away from the pitiful woman and flung the head across the room. It hit a wall with a splat, leaving a red mark there as it fell to the floor. “Kick that bitch’s head around like a soccer ball.”

	A few of her underlings proceeded to do exactly that, making Alice laugh again.

	Next she turned her attention to Ted, the big guard, who’d been eyeing the fresh corpse with a familiar, perversely lascivious glint in his eye. “Hey, Ted?”

	“Yeah?” he asked, gaze still trained on Candice.

	“Why don’t you go over there and stump fuck that cunt?”

	A grin slowly spread across the man’s face. “Love to.”

	He holstered his gun and pulled down his zipper as he approached the bench. At Alice’s instruction, Lucy and Shonda positioned the corpse at an accommodating angle for the big man.

	Ted’s cock was already fully engorged by the time he took it from his pants. He stroked the shaft a few times, making it slick with pre-ejaculate. Then he attempted to insert it in the stump, which was still dribbling a bit of blood. Encountering resistance, he pulled out, tugged at something inside the stump, and then reinserted his cock. This time he achieved full penetration. He groaned as he began to pump the stump in earnest.

	Alice watched for a moment before again leering at the third conspirator. “When fucking a neck stump, you always want to go for esophageal insertion. Makes for a smoother experience.” She giggled. “Or so I’ve been told.”

	The Hispanic woman’s eyes rolled in their sockets and she fell over, fainting to the floor.

	Alice smirked. “Look at that shit. Woman acts like she’s never seen a dude with a porn star dick fuck a dead woman in the neck before.”

	“I don’t know what her problem is,” Shonda said, still working to keep the headless corpse in place for Ted. “I think it’s pretty hot.”

	Alice smiled, mesmerized by the jiggling of the dead woman’s boobs. “You and me both, baby.”

	Then she took a quick backward step as Candice’s severed head went rolling by.

	Another of Alice’s girls chased after it, giggling madly.

	 


 

	 

	 

	8.

	 

	 

	Once her ordeal in the interrogation room was over, Jessica was installed in a tiny holding cell for what felt like at least a few hours, though it was hard to tell for sure. She was normally good at guessing the passage of time without the aid of a clock, but the conditions had her off-kilter.

	She was in what amounted to a lightless void. The sealed room was swathed in perfect blackness. There was no low-level light seeping in from anywhere else to which her eyes could slowly adjust. She had utilized similarly aggressive psychological tactics on enemy detainees. This was one of the things you did to people who were especially resistant to normal interrogation techniques. Her background in that area made her better prepared than most for a situation like this. However, after being choked to the point of near-unconsciousness so many times, she did not feel as mentally strong as usual. Her head felt swimmy and she was too aware of the rapid beating of her heart.

	The other big factor that had her off-kilter was the size of the cell. She felt like she’d been squeezed into the crawlspace of a serial killer’s house. She couldn’t fully extend her arms or legs in any direction. Not helping matters at all were the heavy shackles still around her wrists and ankles. Among many other things, her special forces training had taught her how not to lose her shit during extended periods in cramped spaces. She had logged dozens of hours in spaces even smaller than this one, preparing her mind in the event she ever wound up in a situation like this one.

	But that had been years ago. She had been out of the military for a long time. Some of the more extreme aspects of her mental preparation had faded. Now she felt too closed in, the cramped darkness a giant glove squeezing her, making her heart beat even faster. At times she felt close to hyperventilating. She again felt weak and helpless, just like in the interrogation room.

	She was sitting on her ass, rocking back and forth with her knees pulled up to her chest, when she heard a dim sound of footsteps. Her breath caught in her throat and she immediately went rigid, staring straight ahead. The footsteps were the first thing she’d heard from outside the cell since the beginning of her confinement in the tight space.

	She flinched when she heard the loud unlatching of the cell’s heavy-duty locking mechanism. The door then began to swing open and in washed light that, after hours enclosed in perfect darkness, seemed brighter than a thousand suns exploding simultaneously.

	The guards dragged her out of the little cell and jerked her roughly to her feet. A hard poke in the back from the end of a baton indicated she should begin walking down the narrow corridor. Not wishing to invoke the ire of anyone in the wake of what she’d endured already, she complied at once and began shambling forward as best she could in the shackles.

	The guards said nothing as she continued down the corridor, but after she’d taken several halting steps, one of the men began prodding at her ass with his baton. One time he slipped the shaft between her legs and pumped it back and forth. A guard laughed. Whether it was the one poking at her or his colleague, Jessica didn’t know, nor did it really matter. The one made no attempt to stop the other, thus they were equally complicit. And, hell, maybe both of the motherfuckers were doing it.

	A fresh rage built up inside her as the mistreatment continued the rest of the way down the corridor. She yearned to break free of these shackles and put some of her training to work. There were many ways to kill a man without weapons and Jessica knew most of them. These clowns would be dead within seconds, but Jessica found it within herself to hold back her rage. She was at a severe disadvantage here, after all.

	It was already obvious that Prison 13 was a place where systematic abuse was not only tolerated but encouraged. She had a feeling her payback list would continue to grow by leaps and bounds in the days and weeks ahead. But that was okay. Jessica had no moral qualms about killing in large numbers, having long ago lost track of her personal kill tally.

	The obnoxious behavior of the guards did subside somewhat as they exited the narrow corridor and entered a wider one. Jessica glanced backward, glimpsing a sign above the door through which she’d just passed. It read in large block letters: SOLITARY. A shudder rippled through her at the sight of it. She hoped she could keep her temper reined in enough to avoid a return to this part of the prison, but she knew that wouldn’t be easy.

	In any prison environment, the last thing you wanted was to be seen as weak. Jessica had no intention of letting that happen. The guards and staff were one thing. She had to take shit from them, at least for now. But the inmates? They would fuck with her at their own peril.

	She and her escort soon arrived at a junction between major sections of the prison. As they passed through another door into yet another, even wider corridor, she saw a sign with arrows pointing in opposite directions. The way to the left led to C-Block. To the right was D-Block.

	One of the guards poked her hard in the back with his baton, pushing her toward the right. “That way, inmate.”

	Jessica started shambling in the indicated direction. In a few more minutes, they passed through still another door and then they were in the inmate housing part of D-Block. Peering over a railing, Jessica noted a handful of inmates moving about on the floor below. Most passed from sight within a few seconds, moving quickly, as if in a hurry to be somewhere.

	“It’s almost lockdown time,” one of the men behind her said. “The end of the day for scum like you. But you’ll learn all about that tomorrow.”

	Jessica grunted, said nothing.

	D-Block was comprised of three long cell levels, ringing a large open floor below. Right now she was on the second level. A quick glance around showed that most cells were already closed for the night, though a few were still open, presumably awaiting the return of ass-dragging inmates.

	At the direction of the guards, Jessica turned left and continued along the second level landing until she was ordered to stop outside an open cell door. She glanced inside and saw a largish woman—tall and kind of chunky—sitting cross-legged atop the top bunk. The woman was a brunette, with a somewhat doughy but not unattractive face. In her hands was a battered old paperback book. She set the book down and smiled when she met Jessica’s gaze.

	Right away, Jessica didn’t like what she was seeing. There was something of the predator in this woman’s eyes. She would try to intimidate Jessica, she was sure of it, believing her to be nothing other than a typical, vulnerable new arrival.

	Jessica was told to turn and squarely face the open cell door, a directive she complied with immediately. She was told her shackles were about to be removed and that she had to remain completely still during the process. Again, she did as instructed and at last was free of the shackles that had so inhibited her throughout the day. She experienced another flicker of rage. In her mind, she saw herself wheeling about and killing these men with a couple of concisely executed moves, after which she’d pitch their worthless carcasses over the railing.

	Discipline, she told herself. Hold on to this feeling for later.

	She was told to enter the cell. Yet again, she did as she was told. Once she was inside, she turned to face the guards, looking them more fully in the face than she had before, committing their sneering visages to memory. She hoped she would see them again under vastly different circumstances.

	Both men laughed as they turned and walked away. Jessica watched them go, feeling another flicker of that ever-simmering rage. But then she heard her cellmate slide off her bunk and drop to the floor behind her.

	A hand landed on her shoulder, squeezing hard. “Hello, honey. Guess what? You’re gonna be my new slave. I was all upset when they took Sally away this morning, but it looks like I’m getting a serious upgrade.”

	The hand came away from her shoulder and reached around to squeeze one of her breasts. Jessica’s eyes flicked downward, watched the plump fingers fondle her breast through the fabric for another moment.

	The woman laughed softly, a warm breath against Jessica’s neck. “Yeah, you like that, don’t you? My name’s Laura. What do they call you, sweetheart?”

	“You don’t need to know my name.”

	The woman laughed again. “Uh, well, I kind of do, seeing as how we’re gonna be living under the same roof.”

	Jessica shook her head. “That’s not true.”

	The hand kneading Jessica’s breast froze. “The fuck is that supposed to mean?”

	“It means your life is almost over.”

	Before Laura Grier could react to this statement, Jessica seized her by the wrist, gripping it hard as she spun about and forced the woman to the floor. Laura sputtered and gagged as Jessica locked an arm around her neck, shifted position atop her to grip her more firmly, and then gave her head a savage twist. The sound of her neck breaking was one of the most satisfying things Jessica had heard in ages. After a long day of unaccustomed victimization, she was again on the other side of that equation, back where she belonged.

	She figured she would be punished for the impulsive act, but right then she didn’t care. Too much fucked up shit had been done to her today. That rage—at least some of it—had to go somewhere, after all.

	In another moment, she willed herself to relax and let go of the corpse. She glanced through the cell bars. The landing outside was empty. The cell walls were concrete, so no one in the adjacent cells had witnessed her murder of Laura Grier. Unless a camera was hidden in here somewhere—a possibility—it was possible no one at all had seen this go down. This in turn meant it was possible the corpse might remain in the cell with her all night. Unless, of course, she summoned the guards and she wasn’t about to do that.

	Instead, Jessica climbed up on the top bunk, picked up the book Laura had been reading, and opened it to the first page. It was a horror novel by some guy she’d never heard of before.

	She read until lights out.
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	PRISON 13 AFTER HOURS: THE NIGHTSIDE TOUR

	 

	The privacy sheet hung from a rod like a shower curtain, blocking any outside view of Alice Kincaid’s cell. This was against the rules for obvious security reasons, but the usual rules, for the most part, did not apply to Alice. The new warden had ordered the sheet removed after the previous year’s bloody uprising, but in time Alice was allowed to put it up again.

	The otherwise strict lights out at ten rule also did not apply to her. As in every other cell, the overhead light switched off precisely at ten every night. Alice, however, had lamps and candles, things that would have been considered contraband if found in the possession of anyone else.

	Instead of the usual twin bunks, her cell was outfitted with a much more comfortable futon. Also, much of the concrete floor was covered by a large shag throw rug. She was stretched out on the rug now, clad only in black panties as she slowly lowered her mouth down the engorged length of Sam the guard’s cock. The way he moaned and squirmed on the rug when she swirled her tongue along the underside of the shaft pleased her. She reached between her legs, fingering herself with one hand while she squeezed his balls with the other hand.

	Sam was in love with her. In the outside world, his feelings for her would not have been a shocking thing. She was pretty, short but blessed with a curvy, sexy body, a cute, kittenish face, and a mass of dark, curly hair that reached past her shoulders. The male attention she’d always attracted wasn’t a mystery to her.

	But this was not the regular world and having feelings for her made life difficult for Sam. Illicit arrangements like the one he and Ted had with Alice and her crew were expected and tolerated within certain limits. However, the formation of emotional attachments to inmates was considered dangerous and was expressly forbidden. Those found in violation of the rule would typically have a drastically shortened life expectancy.

	Alice shifted position on the rug, taking the hand from between her legs to focus on pleasuring Sam. She took him deep into her mouth several more times. She saw the way he clutched at the shag rug and knew he was close to orgasm. Taking him out of her mouth, she shifted position again and pulled his cock between her breasts. Pushing them together, she began to aggressively titty fuck him. He gasped and arched his back, clawing frantically at the rug. Seconds later, he went off like a rocket, multiple spurts of jism hitting her in the face.

	After he was done shooting his load, Alice got to her feet and went over to the futon. She sat serenely on its edge and watched Sam, who was still stretched out on his back, panting away as if he’d just run a marathon. On an aesthetic level, she preferred the bigger guard, Ted, but he only seemed interested in women on a sexual level when they were dead.

	Hearing the muffled voice behind her, Alice turned her head and smiled at Lucy Thorne. Though she’d never made it official, she considered Lucy her second-in-command. She was tough and smart and thus excellent at keeping underlings in line. Shonda Danning had the same qualities in near equivalent measures, but Alice liked Lucy a smidge better for the simple reason that she was the prettier of the two.

	Alice untied the scarf encircling the woman’s wrists. “Lift your head up.”

	Lucy complied, raising her head off the pillow. Alice reached behind her head and undid the snaps of the ball-gag. She then removed the device from Lucy’s face and tossed it to the floor.

	Alice smiled. “You can sit up now.”

	Lucy sat up.

	“Now lick the jizz off my face.”

	Again, Lucy complied without hesitation. She did it slowly, but only partially out of pleasure. This was all part of the show. The aim here was to dazzle Sam with raw, unrestrained sexuality and further soften up his brain, making him susceptible to doing things that were not conducive to his well-being.

	No one ever escaped Prison 13. This was a basic reality unquestioned by anyone imprisoned within its walls. The facility was said to be a hundred times more impenetrable than Alcatraz in its heyday.

	Using the increasingly weak-willed Sam as her pawn, however, Alice planned to become the first inmate to ever successfully escape the prison. According to the love-struck guard, staff members were granted five days leave each month. They were transported by helicopter to a location off-site, presumably far away. From there, they went anywhere they wanted until it was time to return.

	Alice meant to be on that helicopter herself one day, flying away from this hellhole forever. Yes, she enjoyed a position of relative privilege here, but the thing about being at the top of Shit Mountain was that you were still on motherfucking Shit Mountain. And would-be usurpers would always be lying in wait. The latest big threat on that front was the Frauenschaft, a gang of hardcore neo-Nazi bitches. They had come out of nowhere, seemingly, and were growing in power every day. A time was coming when they might present a challenge that couldn’t be turned back as easily as pathetic wannabes like Candice and her crew.

	Alice wanted out, goddammit, whatever it took and while it was still—theoretically, at least—possible. Making that happen required tremendous finesse. She had to make Sam want to risk his life in order to get her on that helicopter.

	Convincing a guard to take that risk was said to be impossible. The men and women employed by Prison 13 had undergone an extreme level of vetting prior to being hired. Sam, presumably, had met all the standard moral flexibility requirements. He had been a bad guy on the outside, like the rest of them, and was considered fit for the job.

	But Alice was breaking him down, bit by little bit, enticing him to do increasingly more risky things for her. The culmination of all this was his presence here tonight. Sam was a day shift guard and as such was required to return to the staff housing section of the prison after lights out. At last, after many months of trying, she had convinced him to stay overnight, luring him in with promises of the wildest sexual experience of his life.

	Alice looked his way as Lucy finished cleaning his ejaculate from her face with her tongue. The wide-eyed, open-mouthed look on his face made her feel like she might be closer to accomplishing her ultimate goal than she would have guessed.

	“Lucy, get that other thing for me. You know what I mean.”

	The other woman climbed off the futon and did a sexy, hip-swaying walk over to the other side of the cell, dragging the extended tips of her fingers across Sam’s face as she did so, making him shiver. Against the far wall stood an open steamer trunk, a very old and rickety one held together with an ample amount of duct tape. Like so many of Alice’s things, it’d once belonged to Kathy Harris. Lucy reached inside the trunk and retrieved the requested item. She carried it over to Alice, who took it from her as she rose from the futon.

	“Turn around, Sam,” Alice said, licking her lips. “I want you on your hands and knees.”

	Sam hesitated, doubt clouding his expression. “I, uh, I don’t know if…”

	“I don’t care what you think you know. Just do as you’re told.”

	The guard flinched at her stern tone. For a moment, Alice’s heart beat a little faster as she worried whether she’d guessed wrong about the man’s submissive tendencies. But then Sam let out a slow breath and did as she’d instructed.

	Smiling, Alice pulled on the strap-on device, fastened it, and went to him.

	 

	In the infirmary, Nurse Livia Collins was waiting for Sally Nielsen to regain consciousness. Technically, she wasn’t supposed to be here at this hour. As a day shift employee, she had two approved leisure time options. She could either retire to her staff housing room once her shift was over, or she could hang out at one of two on-site social clubs. The clubs were the Bloody Goat Tavern and Berlin 666. The former had a low-key, old-fashioned English pub atmosphere, while the vibe of the latter was more along the lines of a decadent European nightclub.

	Livia sometimes enjoyed accompanying Dr. Woronov to Berlin 666, especially on those nights when a random inmate was put to death on stage after an extensive—and exquisitely creative—torture session. But this was the middle of the week and nothing that interesting was on the club’s posted entertainment schedule. Sometimes there would be unannounced live sex shows and those could be enjoyable as well. Again, as long as Dr. Woronov was with her.

	However, the doctor had begged off tonight, claiming to have a headache. She had used the same excuse a lot lately. Livia suspected something else was happening, that the doctor perhaps had a new lover. Some mystery woman she was canoodling with in her bed even now, most likely. So annoying.

	To take her mind off it, she wanted to have some after-hours fun with Sally. Again, it was technically against the rules, but Dr. Woronov was her only direct overseer and the doctor had long ago communicated her approval of such nocturnal pursuits.

	Livia was glad to have a new inmate with whom she could play. Agnes and Samantha were no longer as much fun as they had been prior to having their brains scrambled with a needle. Though she enjoyed performing lobotomies, what was left over afterward was always a lot less interesting.

	Of course, both women had been thoroughly broken by that point and had already outworn their welcome. With a new subject on hand for her experiments, Livia would kill those other used-up bitches before the end of the night and have the bodies taken to the crematorium.

	Sally groaned and turned her head a minute degree to the left, her eyes fluttering a moment, long enough to make Livia believe she was finally about to wake up. Soon, though, her eyes stopped fluttering and she started snoring.

	The nurse struck the woman across the face with the back of her hand. This elicited a pitiful whimper and another very brief flutter of those eyes, but the woman remained unconscious.

	“Wake up, bitch!”

	Livia hit her again. Again, there was only the slightest stirring.

	“Dammit.”

	This was frustrating. Livia enjoyed torturing her patients. Actually, she loved causing them pain and reveled in the screams her work elicited. Sometimes she was sure the pleasure she derived from it surpassed anything she got out of sex. Ordinary sex, anyway. In truth, causing pain was a very sexual thing for her. Many of her most orgasmic moments came while she was inflicting physical pain on other people.

	And that was the problem she was having tonight. Too much time had passed since the last time she’d been able to do her thing on anyone fully able to appreciate the horror of what was happening to them. There had been a drought of new subjects of late. Here, finally, was a fresh one and she was just lying here silently like a big, useless lump of meat.

	That Sally was proving so difficult to rouse was both annoying and mystifying. She wasn’t knocked out on painkillers the way she’d be at a mainstream medical facility. She should be all the way awake and moaning in misery right now, but she was stubbornly staying behind the protective barrier of sleep.

	At last, Livia couldn’t take it any longer. She took a scalpel from the tray atop the medical cart she’d parked next to the bed and used it to cut open the front of the sleeping woman’s flimsy gown. Pulling the separated pieces apart, she took a moment to admire the woman’s trim but shapely torso. Sally wasn’t the most beautiful woman to ever pass through the infirmary’s doors, but she wasn’t bad either.

	Not at all.

	Working quickly, Livia pinched a nipple, pulled at it to bring it to its fullest possible extension, and used the scalpel to separate it from Sally’s breast. This resulted in a pleasing sharp gasp of pain from the patient, who, at long last, emerged groggily from sleep.

	The woman’s eyes fluttered open and focused fuzzily on the nurse. “Wh-what’s…happening?” Her bleary gaze flicked to her torso, eyes widening now as she glimpsed the blood spreading across her chest. “Oh…that fucking hurts. What did you do to me?”

	“I cut your nipple off.” Livia grinned at the anguished groan the remark elicited from Sally. “But there’s good news, Sally. I’ve decided you can have it back.”

	The woman’s face twisted with pain and confusion. “What…” Her mouth opened wider as a louder moan worked its way up from her chest and passed between her quivering lips. “What…do you mean?”

	The bloody nipple was still pinched between the nurse’s thumb and forefinger. Smiling wider now, she plopped the bit of tough flesh into Sally’s open mouth and slapped a hand over it. She sneered as she leaned closer and said, “Swallow it, bitch! Swallow your putrid fucking flesh, you disgusting hag!”

	Sally gagged behind the hand covering her mouth. Her throat muscles worked, but the nipple wasn’t yet making its way down her esophagus.

	Livia put the scalpel to Sally’s throat, letting her feel the exquisitely sharp edge of the blade. She allowed her a moment to realize how easily it could part her tender flesh. Sally’s eyes brimmed with tears, but they were clearer now, reflecting none of the grogginess of before. It was fascinating to sense the thought process taking place behind those eyes, the effort that went into making herself calm down and focus on the act of swallowing.

	Sally’s throat muscles moved again. This time she swallowed the severed nipple.

	Smiling again, Livia took her hand away from the patient’s mouth and dropped the bloody scalpel in a bowl atop the bedside cart. She opened one of the cart’s drawers and removed two small items, both wrapped in paper, allowing Sally a moment to glimpse the items as she tore the paper away. The look of wide-eyed dread on the woman’s face gave Livia a pleasantly tingly feeling in her nether regions.

	Next she fed a length of suture thread through the eye of a surgical needle and went to work on Sally’s wound. Again, she worked quickly, suturing the ragged edges of flesh and drawing them together with a deftness that betrayed an ingrained professionalism.

	Like the doctor, she had years of legitimate, real world experience in her field. However, a trail of mysteriously dead patients left in her wake as she moved from job to job eventually made life difficult for her in the outside world. She had just started feeling some real heat from the law when Prison 13’s representative paid her a visit with an offer she couldn’t refuse. At that point, she was out of other good options and, hell, what was on offer sounded like a dream come true. She would get paid to act out all her darkest, most secret fantasies. What could be better than that?

	Sally screamed as the needle penetrated her flesh again and again without the benefit of anesthetic. She tried twisting away from the needle, but this did her no good. Her handless arms had been securely lashed to the sides of the bed. She couldn’t move them at all. She struggled mightily anyway, jerking at her bonds with the fierceness of a rabid dog.

	Livia finished the job and displayed the suture needle for Sally, putting it close to her sweat-sheened face. “Stop struggling or I’ll make you swallow this.”

	Sally stopped struggling at once. She remained defiant, though, as she spoke through her tears. “You fucking monster.”

	Livia arched an eyebrow as she tossed the used needle in a hazmat bin. “I get that you’re sore at me. It’s understandable. I would be too in your place. But I’m not in your place, Sally. I’m the one with the power here and I can do whatever I want to you. So, again, if I were you, I’d watch what you say to me. You never know what might happen.” She shrugged, smiling. “You might even get that tongue of yours cut out.”

	Sally said nothing, but it was clear she was seething inwardly. That was okay with Livia. As long as the bitch obeyed and kept her mouth shut, she was happy.

	Livia opened the cart’s middle drawer and took out a long manila envelope. “Good girl, Sally. Staying calm is always a good thing. That’s something you’ll need to keep in mind going forward. You see, I’m afraid I have some bad news for you.”

	Sally frowned. “Bad news? Worse than this? How is that possible?”

	Livia opened the envelope and withdrew a long piece of x-ray film, holding it up for Sally to see.

	“While you were unconscious, the doctor gave you a thorough physical examination. She detected some troubling symptoms and ordered scans. This is a scan of your chest. As you can see…” The nurse pointed to a random spot on the chart. “There are some very startling anomalies. We’ll have to operate, I’m afraid.”

	Sally’s breathing quickened, her features twisting with a deepening concern. “What? What are you talking about? Hold that closer. I don’t see anything.”

	Livia slid the piece of x-ray film back into the envelope and returned it to the cart’s middle drawer. The scan was not actually one of Sally’s chest. It was a random piece of x-ray film pilfered from old files. The patient, of course, didn’t need to know that. It was just another part of the game, a familiar, ghoulish play the nurse had acted out many times during her years at Prison 13.

	She picked up the bloody scalpel again. “With all due respect, you filthy fucking whore, we are medical professionals and you are scum. You should be grateful we even care enough to do this for you.”

	Sally’s whole body vibrated. More sweat formed on her forehead. “Don’t do this. Please. God help me. Please don’t.”

	Livia laughed. “Oh, please. God doesn’t care about you, you silly cow. Look at you. Would you be here if He did?”

	Sally’s mouth opened and a strangled sob emerged. “Please. I’m begging you.”

	The nurse giggled, delight coursing through her. “Ah, the begging, it’s started. Believe me, you’re far from finished with that.”

	Before the patient could respond again, Livia plunged the scalpel into the woman’s abdomen just below the sternum. She then began to saw at the flesh along the edge of the ribcage. Sally screamed and screamed as blood gushed out of the deep incision.

	Livia laughed and kept on cutting.

	 

	Her given name was Lenore Flanagan, but the nickname “Spider” had been bestowed on her not long after her arrival at Prison 13 eight months ago. She didn’t mind the nickname, which derived from her habit of startling people. She crept around unnoticed a lot, suddenly popping up in strange, unlikely places when she was least expected. The other inmates found this unnerving, to understate.

	Spider was also an apt moniker for a girl who’d been considered profoundly strange throughout most of her twenty-three years on the planet. She had been called much worse things during her high school years. Being known as Spider wasn’t so bad at all, considering she did have a fondness for arachnids.

	At just shy of five feet tall and weighing maybe one-hundred pounds in her clothes, the stringy-haired brunette was a small woman. This was why she could move around the way she did, creeping about unseen like a tiny phantom. The ability was not without its advantages. Being able to wedge herself into very small spaces meant she was unusually talented at hiding from those who meant her harm.

	Another of her unnerving habits—from the perspective of the other inmates—was her penchant for climbing up to the highest possible vantage point in any room. Often when she did that, she was able to observe the people milling about on the floor for hours before anyone spotted her.

	Alas, her slippery, creepy-crawly qualities had not allowed her to elude the guards of Prison 13 tonight. She had been in her cell at lights out just like everyone else when they came for her. After a failed attempt to scuttle between their legs and seek refuge in one of her many hidey-holes elsewhere in the prison, she was shackled and taken here, to the warden’s living quarters.

	And now here she was, stripped of her clothes and on her hands and knees in Ms. Wickman’s large and ostentatiously furnished bedroom. The oversized bed with its hand-carved wood frame looked like something designed for a queen. Seated on its edge and attired only in black lace panties and bra, the warden’s pale, severe features struck Spider as vaguely aristocratic. In a way, the woman was a kind of queen, possessing a level of power so absolute it was almost godlike. She could, with utter impunity, do anything she wanted to anyone imprisoned at—or employed by—Prison 13.

	Ms. Wickman lifted her regal chin. “Move forward, girl.”

	Still on her hands and knees, Spider did as she was told.

	“Stop right there.”

	Spider stopped.

	She had moved maybe two feet forward. On the floor, directly beneath where her face was now positioned, was a sheet of sticky flypaper. Several dead flies were attached to it.

	“This is the second course of your meal tonight. You are known as Spider, correct?” The warden chuckled softly. “Don’t bother replying. I know you are. This delicacy was prepared especially for you, Spider. Enjoy.”

	Spider stared at the sheet of flypaper. She licked her lips nervously and felt a lump lodge in her throat.

	“Taste the meal we’ve prepared for you, girl,” the warden said, her tone becoming harsher. “I’ll consider it a personal insult if you refuse. Is that something you want?”

	It was not.

	Nonetheless…Spider hesitated.

	She cringed as she heard the now-familiar swish of the whip as it sliced through the air. It cracked across her back, bringing tears to her eyes and causing her to cry out in pain. A trickle of blood dribbled out of the fresh slice in her flesh and pattered on the floor at her side.

	The woman wielding the whip was Helga Von Trammpe, the vice-warden. She was just as scantily clad as the warden, albeit in a more flamboyant way. Instead of underwear, she was in black stiletto heels and a very small two-piece red bikini. At the crotch of the bottom piece was a swastika in a white circle. Atop her head was the black hat she always wore with the SS insignia pinned to the front.

	“Do as the warden commands, inferior filth!”

	She cracked the whip again, this time on the floor, inches away from Spider’s splayed fingers.

	Knowing she had no choice, Spider lowered her face to the sheet of flypaper. At first she tried sucking the little carcasses off the sticky paper, but this proved impossible. Instead, she pulled back her lips and nibbled at the dead flies until she’d devoured every bit of them. They felt foul in her mouth and even worse going down her throat. The flypaper stuck to her face as she finished and lifted her head from the floor. A surge of nausea assailed her as she tore it away with trembling fingers.

	Ms. Wickman smiled. “There’s a good girl. Now crawl forward and receive your next treat.”

	Forcing back the tide of nausea, Spider crawled forward another two feet.

	“Stop.”

	Spider stopped.

	Glancing down, she saw the body of a dead mouse on a plate of the finest china. The plate was white and gleaming. The dead rodent sat in a bed of sauce and garlic sprigs.

	Spider looked at Ms. Wickman. “Please don’t make me do this.”

	The warden had slipped off her panties while Spider was busy devouring the flies. She was masturbating, the fingers of her right hand flexing between her legs.

	“This is another delicacy. Can’t you see the care that was put into preparing this part of your meal?” The warden squirmed slightly on the edge of the bed. “Eat it, you ungrateful pig, or I’ll have Helga whip you to death.”

	To emphasize this point, Helga cracked the whip on the floor again. This time it came within an inch of her splayed pinkie finger, making her screech in fright.

	Tears pouring from her eyes, Spider reached for the mouse.

	“No!” the warden roared, genuine fury flashing in her eyes. “How many times do I have to tell you? Do not use your hands. Lower your face to the plate and eat like the dog you are.”

	Whimpering, Spider did as commanded. The nausea she experienced this time was exponentially worse as she tasted the dead rodent’s squishy insides. Her gag reflex worked against her, causing her to cough the partially masticated body back up as it entered her throat. She begged for leniency as she was commanded to take it back into her mouth. The sight of its bile-soaked body made her stomach twist painfully.

	“I can’t do it!” she cried, tears spilling again. “Please, please…I tried. I really did!”

	Ms. Wickman grunted in disdain, shaking her head. “Two lashes, Helga. If she doesn’t do as she’s told after that, you may do with her as you wish.”

	Helga’s heels clicked on the floor as she moved closer to Spider. “With pleasure, madam.”

	Spider’s terror of the pain she was about to experience overwhelmed the sick feeling twisting up her insides. She put her face to the plate and drew the mouse into her mouth. This time she was determined to choke the thing down. She clamped her teeth shut and forced the little body down her esophagus, fighting against that gag reflex with everything she had.

	This time it stayed down.

	Ms. Wickman smiled. “That’s better. Your renewed resolve to do what’s necessary is admirable. However, you still have to take your punishment.”

	Spider sniffled. “Please—“

	The whip cracked across her back again, harder than before, a line of fire sizzling through her lacerated flesh. Blood poured out in a thicker stream from this latest wound, pattering on the floor like water from a leaky faucet. Then came that familiar swish again as the whip sliced through the air another time.

	Spider screamed.

	Helga and the warden laughed.

	Spider was allowed a brief moment to ride out the worst of the pain.

	Then the warden said, “Again, whore. Forward.”

	Her arms trembling, Spider scooted forward. She was certain she wouldn’t be leaving this room alive. This happened sometimes. The women of D-Block were randomly taken from their cells and never seen again, gone to some hellish fate. Usually it didn’t happen to relative newcomers like her. Women who’d been on the block for years were more likely targets. But she should have known better than to take anything about life in Prison 13 for granted.

	She’d been naïve.

	This was all so unfair.

	“Stop, whore.”

	Spider stopped.

	She was much closer to the bed now, only a few feet away. Directly beneath her was another plate. This time it was a cheap paper plate, the flimsy kind used at picnics and cookouts all across America during the summer. On it was an array of dead spiders. Some large, some small. As best she could tell, this was the last of the “treats” her tormentors had lined up for her.

	She didn’t know whether to be happy about this or afraid. Some combination of both was probably most appropriate. There was a strong chance she would be killed after she finished this part of it.

	On one level, of course, this was terrifying.

	On another, she was no longer sure how much she cared. This was Hell, anyway. She was in Hell. And, more than anything, she wanted out.

	She glanced up at the warden.

	Ms. Wickman’s hand was still between her legs, her fingers flexing more insistently than before. She bit her lip a moment before saying, “This is the last course of your meal tonight.” She smiled. “And it should be your favorite. You’re called Spider for a reason, right? You love them, don’t you?”

	Spider said nothing.

	Her back felt like it was on fire. She felt sick and wanted to scour her mouth and insides with acid to take away the disgust she felt at the things she’d been forced to ingest. But that wasn’t an option. Nor was anything other than total submissive compliance with the warden’s sadistic wishes.

	She put her mouth to the plate and began to eat. Though she felt a revulsion similar to what she’d experienced upon tasting her other “treats”, her stomach soon settled down and her gag reflex was only slightly tickled. It helped that the little bodies weren’t stuck to some gross piece of adhesive paper, of course, but they really didn’t taste quite as bad as either the mouse or the chewed up flies. In most cases, she was able to swallow them whole without chewing, which also helped. Just one or two of the furrier, larger specimens required a bit of mastication and even they weren’t bad.

	She burped when she was finished.

	Helga laughed.

	Ms. Wickman spread her legs wide and moved her ass to the very edge of the bed. “Excellent, inmate. I’m very pleased. Nice recovery from your earlier troubles, I have to admit. I wasn’t sure you had it in you.”

	Spider figured now was the time to be humble. “Thank you. I’m sorry I didn’t show the proper appreciation earlier.”

	Ms. Wickman smiled. “That’s okay, child. We learn from our mistakes, don’t we? Do you know that I died once? Well, I did. And I learned from that, too.”

	Spider’s brow furrowed.

	Ms. Wickman chuckled. “I can see that you’re confused. Don’t let it trouble you. The point is, I believe in well-earned second chances. And you have earned yours. I want you to do something for me. If you agree to it, you will not die here tonight.”

	A silent moment elapsed.

	The furrow in Spider’s brow deepened. “I’ll do anything. What do you want me to do?”

	Ms. Wickman took her hand away from her crotch. “All in good time, dear. We’ll have some wine and discuss it later. In the meantime…” She wriggled her hips slightly. “Come and taste your final treat.”

	Spider sighed, knowing what she had to do.

	She crawled the rest of the way to Ms. Wickman and performed as required.

	 

	ELSEWHERE ON THE NIGHTSIDE…

	 

	In a cell on A-Block, a woman named Florence Washington smothered her cellmate to death with a pillow. At fifty-five, Florence had been at Prison 13 for thirty-one years. Though she didn’t know it, her period of incarceration was the prison’s current longest on record. In a way, it was a sort of miracle she’d survived for so many years at the prison.

	Well, perhaps “miracle” wasn’t quite the right word. Either way, she had finally decided she couldn’t take it anymore. After extinguishing the life of her cellmate—and lover for the past decade—she drew the blade of a shank across her throat and collapsed to the floor, where she bled out.

	Back in D-Block, Carol Ferguson was crying in the bottom bunk of her cell. She was one of Prison 13’s newest arrivals, having been there less than a month. As she wept, her cellmate groaned and rolled over on the top bunk, telling her to shut the fuck up. But Carol, a woman guilty of nothing, continued crying.

	A regular churchgoer in the normal world, she’d committed no crimes, had always been faithful to her loving husband, had no enemies she could think of, and was a devoted mother to her three young children. She had no clue why she was here, except that someone had it in for her for reasons she would never know. Some of the nicer ladies on D-Block had assured her she would eventually stop crying herself to sleep every night, but Carol didn’t believe them.

	She was sure the tears wouldn’t stop until she was dead.

	In another part of D-Block, Angie Donovan was having her face shoved into the toilet bowl by her cellmate, Donita Garrison. She spluttered and tried to raise her head out of the water, but the other woman was larger and much stronger. Donita believed Angie had stolen her last cigarette. It wasn’t true. Angie didn’t smoke at all, but Donita was high on something and couldn’t be reasoned with at all.

	Donita kept her cellmate’s head beneath the water until she stopped struggling.

	In the infirmary, as Nurse Collins continued with her exploratory surgeries on Sally Nielsen, the old woman named Agnes expired unnoticed on one of the other beds.

	And so it went all night long—as it did every other night—all throughout Prison 13, as the sounds of suffering resonated in so many places, a symphony of misery that went on and on without end…
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	The corpse was gone when she woke up the next morning. That it was gone didn’t bother Jessica. It had been spotted and removed. No mystery there. What she did find somewhat disturbing, however, was that this had been accomplished without rousing her from sleep.

	Over the years, she’d trained herself to be a light sleeper. This was an absolute necessity in her line of work. The goal was to always be able to snap out of any doze and be ready to defend herself within seconds should the need arise.

	She supposed it was possible that whoever had removed the body had deliberately gone about their work as quietly as possible in an effort not to wake her. This, however, seemed unlikely. The idea that any prison employee would give a damn about disturbing the sleep of an inmate struck her as absurd. Then again, if said employee was aware of her reputation, the stealth might merely have been a product of wariness.

	Regardless, the bottom line was the body was gone and she was not back in shackles, nor had she been returned to solitary. Making assumptions about anything in a place like this was a dodgy proposition at best, but it seemed no punishment for the murder of her cellmate was in the offing.

	And the failure to wake while the body was being removed could be attributed to the extremely elevated levels of stress and abuse her body and mind had been put through over the last couple days. Perhaps a period of deep, unconscious recovery had been necessary to get herself back online, so to speak.

	The door to her cell was open. She heard voices from outside the cell, a low rumble of muted conversation from what sounded like—at the very least—dozens of women. Something in the quality of those voices was suggestive of women still groggy from sleep going about their early morning routines. What exactly that entailed, Jessica did not know, except that inmates were apparently free to leave their cells at this time.

	As Jessica watched from her top bunk, she saw inmates shuffling by on the landing outside on their way to somewhere else. In a normal prison, they might be headed to the showers or the dining hall for breakfast prior to heading to a work site.

	Here, though?

	Who the fuck knew?

	Jessica supposed she’d find out soon enough. In the meantime, despite her long, deep sleep, she still felt a bit tired. She rolled onto her back and laced her hands beneath her head as she stared up at the concrete ceiling, which was only a few feet overhead. The ceiling was adorned with copious graffiti. Names, years, jokes, drawings, random profanity, and heartfelt expressions of homesickness and desperation.

	Jessica was reading a particularly poignant example of the latter when she glimpsed a shadow on the wall. Someone was climbing up on to the bunk with her. Her hands came away from the back of her head and she started to sit up as her defensive instincts belatedly kicked in, but by then the slender little woman had plopped down on the opposite end of the bunk.

	The woman sat cross-legged with her hands folded in her lap, eyeing Jessica in a way that betrayed curiosity but not malice. She was thin and had stringy brown hair. Her features were mostly pleasant enough, even attractive, sort of, but her eyes were big. They looked almost too large for her face, in fact, lending her a sort of googly, bug-eyed aspect.

	She did not strike Jessica as threatening, at least not in any immediate way. Again, she was disturbed more by this additional evidence that her instincts—usually so finely-honed—remained off-kilter. She hadn’t detected the slightest hint of the woman’s presence in the cell until glimpsing that shadow.

	That was worrisome.

	Jessica sat up and stared at the woman a moment before saying, “Who the fuck are you?”

	A corner of the woman’s mouth twitched. “I’m Spider.”

	“Spider. Really?”

	The little woman nodded. “Yes.”

	“That’s not your real name.”

	Spider shrugged. “Depends on your definition of ‘real’, I guess. It feels more like who I really am now than the name my parents gave me.”

	Jessica yawned and rubbed at her bleary eyes with balled fists. She blinked slowly a few times, banishing the last of the lingering post-sleep grogginess.

	“Okay. Spider it is, then. Just so I know, what’s your given name?”

	“Lenore Flanagan.”

	Jessica nodded. “That’s not such a bad name. Kind of cool, actually. The Poe connection, I mean.”

	“I never said it wasn’t. It’s just not me anymore.”

	Jessica shrugged. “Fair enough.”

	She glanced out to the landing as she heard more inmates shuffling by. They moved in a steady flow now, some of them in obvious groups. Members of the same gang, maybe. Or just friends sticking together.

	Jessica looked at Spider. “What are you doing here, Spider? Why are you in my cell?”

	Not to mention climbing up on my bunk uninvited. What’s up with that weirdo shit?

	No need to say that part of it out loud, though. She already sort of knew the answer. The girl just was weird. Nothing wrong with that in and of itself, unless the weirdness crossed unacceptable borders. This bunk thing came close to crossing that line, but Jessica’s curiosity was aroused now.

	That same corner of Spider’s mouth twitched again. “I’m your new cellmate.”

	Jessica grunted. “Huh. That was fast. Weird that they’ve assigned me a new one already.”

	Spider’s shy little smile broadened a bit. “Not so weird, really. There’s another reason I’m here.”

	“And what’s that?”

	The smile slipped some. “They want me to spy on you.”

	Jessica stayed silent a long moment as she thought about that. Then she sighed. Being spied on wasn’t a comforting thing, but it didn’t surprise her. “By ‘they’, I assume you mean the warden.”

	Spider’s expression was apologetic, her nose crinkling and her brow knitting as she said, “Yeah. Sorry.”

	Jessica laughed. “Why are you apologizing to me? I’m guessing you were threatened, right? Do this for us or die horribly, that kind of thing?”

	“Pretty much.”

	“Why are you even telling me this, then? Doesn’t seem like it’s in your best interests.”

	Spider shrugged. “Nobody likes a snitch.”

	“Nobody likes to be tortured and killed, either.”

	Spider cast her gaze downward and stared at the folded hands in her lap. “Yeah.”

	Another long, silent moment elapsed.

	Then Jessica said, “So does this mean you won’t actually be spying on me? That you might be open to feeding that bitch a bit of disinformation?”

	Spider looked at her, shook her head. “Oh, no. I’ll definitely be giving them what they want. I’ll tell them everything you tell me, let them know of any suspicious shit you might get up to. And I definitely won’t be feeding them any bullshit. They’d know, somehow, and I don’t want that.”

	Jessica frowned. “So why tell me at all?”

	“It only seemed fair. I’m a snitch now, but at least you know about it. Puts us on a level playing field.”

	Jessica’s frown deepened. “Huh.” It made a twisted kind of almost sense. “Okay, fine. We know where we stand. That’s good. But let’s forget about all that for a moment.” She tilted her chin to indicate another group of women passing by outside. “Where are they going? What usually happens this time of day?”

	Spider looked grateful for the change of subject. “Those bitches are either off to the showers or the dining hall. Some of them will skip the shower in order to get a better seat for breakfast.”

	Jessica nodded. “How long do we have for bathing and breakfast?”

	“Two hours. Sounds like a lot of time, but there’s a lot of bitches living on D-Block. Takes time for all of them to cycle through the dining hall and get their food. If you want a morning meal, you’d better get down there soon. I’m guessing you haven’t eaten in a while.”

	She hadn’t thought of food yet, but as soon as Spider mentioned it, Jessica’s stomach emitted a low grumble. “Yeah, okay. I’ll get down there in a minute. How shitty is the food here, by the way?”

	Spider shrugged. “Not the best, but not as bad as you might think. It’s all pretty edible.” She made a face. “Better than what I had last night anyway.”

	Jessica said nothing, awaiting an explanation. When none seemed forthcoming, she pressed the subject. “What do you mean by that?”

	Spider looked deeply uncomfortable. She fidgeted a little at the other end of the bunk, glanced out at the landing, and again looked at Jessica. “They forced me to do some nasty stuff.”

	She told Jessica all about it.

	Despite the disgust she felt at what she was hearing, Jessica managed to keep her expression neutral as she listened to the tale. “I’m sorry, Spider,” she said at last, when the other woman was done speaking. “That’s terrible.”

	Spider touched her stomach. “I’m still feeling kind of queasy.”

	“I bet.” Jessica stretched her arms and heaved a big breath. “I guess I better get my ass down to the dining hall. You coming with me?”

	Spider smiled. “Of course.” She reached out and clasped hands with Jessica. “And I just want you to know, the whole spying thing aside, I really like you.”

	Jessica looked at her askance, arching an eyebrow. “You hardly know me, Spider.”

	Spider shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I just have this feeling about you. I’m sort of psychic. Got a bit of the sixth sense thing going on, you know? You’re one of the good guys. I can feel it.”

	Jessica smiled, but she didn’t respond to Spider’s assertion. She knew she wasn’t exactly evil, not like the fake Nazis who ran Prison 13, but she wasn’t exactly good, either. Not completely. But Spider didn’t need to know that.

	She swung her legs over the edge of the bunk and dropped to the floor. “Come on, Spider. Show me the way.”

	Spider needed no additional prompting. She hopped down and they walked out of the cell together.
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	Jessica Sloan was not Prison 13’s only fresh arrival. Down in the D-Block showers that morning, new inmate Holly Carmichael was also beginning her second day of incarceration. A far meeker woman than Jessica, Holly possessed almost none of the personality attributes conducive to long-term survival in a harsh new environment.

	After lights out the previous night, she was beaten up and molested by her cellmate. The woman sat on her face and forced her to perform oral sex after an extended period of knocking her around the cell. This morning her right eye was bruised and puffy, while her jaw felt sore and her bottom lip was split and swollen. Several hours after the fact, she could still feel Bridget Hart’s hard knuckles pounding into her over and over.

	She wished she could report the abuse to someone in a position of authority. It was what she would do in the normal world. Out there, if someone wronged you, there were ways to seek redress. She could call the police, who would take pictures of her battered face as evidence and arrest Bridget.

	In here, though, that just wasn’t an option.

	Bridget herself had broken it down for her this way: “There ain’t anything you can do about it. The guards don’t care about you. The people who run this place don’t give a shit. In here, bitch, it’s survival of the fittest. You know how that shit works in nature, right? You’ve seen the documentaries on TV, I bet. A lion chases down a gazelle and tears its skinny ass apart. It’s some bloody-ass shit, right? Sure, you know what I’m talking about, I can see it in your scared little eyes. Well, guess what? In here, you’re the gazelle and I’m the motherfucking lion. I own your ass now. That’s just how it is.”

	Bridget’s diatribe was obviously somewhat self-serving in some ways. Even so, Holly was sure the basic thrust of it was nothing less than the absolute truth.

	Her humdrum, average life in bland Midwest suburbia was gone, inexplicably so, and had been replaced by this insane horror show. Nothing about life here made sense to her. Bad behavior was not only accepted, it was apparently encouraged and rewarded. Everything was terrifying all the time.

	As she entered the showers, Holly tried not to think about any of that. She just wanted to get clean again. Dozens of threadbare robes were hanging from hooks embedded in the wall to her right. Holly had been issued a similar robe along with her inmate uniform. She was wearing it now. Against another wall was a long basin with several sinks. A big mirror overlooked the basin. A lone, robe-wearing woman stood at the basin, fluffing curly blonde hair as she peered at her reflection.

	The woman caught Holly watching her and sneered. “The fuck you looking at, dyke?”

	Holly flinched. “N-nothing.”

	“You want your ass beat?”

	Holly’s voice came out small and childlike. “No.”

	The woman glared at her. “Then stop fucking staring at me.”

	Holly nodded, averting her gaze. “I’m sorry.”

	To her left was a short hallway. Concrete floor, tiled walls. The floor was wet from an endless stream of women traipsing back and forth from the showers. There was an opening at the end of the hallway on the right. Through it, she heard voices and a sound of running water. The main shower area, no doubt.

	After draping her robe over one of the hooks, Holly kept her gaze off the mean-spirited blonde woman as she headed for the hallway to the showers. She experienced some dismay as she passed through the archway into the main shower area. Instead of the rows of shower stalls she’d imagined, there was a large open space, the walls of which were lined with shower nozzles.

	Nearly all of them were currently in use. In most cases, a single woman stood beneath each nozzle. They were rinsing their hair or washing their bodies with thin slivers of white soap. Some women, however, were sharing a water stream. Two women near her—one white, the other black—stood beneath a single nozzle. They were kissing and fingering each other. The white woman pinched one of the black woman’s nipples, eliciting a loud groan.

	Holly headed for an open nozzle at the far side of the room. The woman showering next to her was a much older lady, gray-haired with sagging breasts. She looked harmless enough, an impression that lasted until the old broad looked her up and down prior to opening her mouth to waggle her tongue at her.

	Holly sighed.

	There was just no getting away from that kind of thing, it seemed. The only thing to do now was get clean as fast as possible and get the hell out of here. Showering with no privacy around this many other women made her uncomfortable. She didn’t know how she could ever get used to it, but she’d been told she would be here for the rest of her life, so what choice did she have? Spending the remainder of her years wallowing in her own filth wasn’t an attractive option, either.

	A thin bar of soap sat in a dish below the nozzle. It was wet and goopy and had obviously been used by numerous other women already today. One more use would reduce it to nothing, from the looks of it. The thought of using soap already applied to so many other bodies grossed her out.

	Again, though, what choice did she have?

	She was reaching for the soap sliver when a fist thudded into the small of her back, making her cry out in surprise as much as pain. Turning around, she saw the woman she’d seen standing at the basin. Her curly blonde hair was wet now, the water weighing it down and causing it to hang past her shoulders.

	“Remember me, bitch?”

	Four other women were arrayed around the blonde. All were young and white. They also had something else in common—a swastika tattoo between their breasts. As Holly stood there in mounting terror, the women moved into a loose circle around her.

	The blonde instigator came closer. “Why were you staring at me, bitch? You thinking of starting some shit? Don’t you know who you’re fucking with?”

	Holly whimpered. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to fuck with anybody, I promise. I’m just trying to take a shower.”

	Tears were spilling down her face now.

	One of the blonde’s cohorts—a tall, big-breasted woman with black hair—mocked Holly by screwing up her features in an exaggerated way and pretending to cry. “Oh, boo-hoo, look at me. I’m a dainty little prissy-pants ho-bag. Boo-hoo.”

	The other women laughed.

	Most of them laughed, that is. The blonde just kept glaring at Holly. “Starting shit with me is a bad idea.”

	Holly was shaking as she glanced around and saw that the other women in the shower room were pointedly ignoring the confrontation. Her gut twisted at the realization that no one would be coming to her aid. Something terrible was about to happen to her—again—and there was no way to keep it from happening.

	She locked eyes with the blonde, bottom lip trembling as she pleaded with her. “Please don’t hurt me. Please. I’ll do anything you want. Anything.”

	The blonde sneered. “There’s only one thing I want you to do, bitch. I want you to bleed when I cut you.”

	Holly shook her head. “No. No. Please.”

	The group began to close in around her, forcing Holly to retreat until she felt the soap dish pressing against the center of her back. She started screaming for help an instant before the tall, black-haired woman’s fist connected with her chin. This blow snapped her head backward, bouncing it off the tiled wall. They converged on her then, a flurry of swinging fists and wet, bare flesh. The blows pounded into her stomach, breasts, and face. Cuts opened in her flesh. Blood mixed with the water still pouring from the nozzle overhead, forming a spreading pool of diluted crimson across the floor.

	There was a brief moment during which Holly thought the worst of it was over. She had slumped to the floor in a quivering, bloody heap. The rain of fists had finally ceased. She sat there weeping and blubbering and praying for someone to come help her.

	Then they grabbed her by the arms and dragged her out to the center of the room. By now the shower room had mostly emptied out. Holly was forced to lie flat on her stomach, with her arms twisted painfully behind her back. Her head was turned to the side, cheek pressed to the cold, wet floor. She cast her gaze upward and saw the angry blonde standing above her. The blonde smiled as she lifted a foot and placed it against Holly’s face, pressing down hard.

	“Put it in her ass,” she heard the blonde say.

	Holly’s heart was beating so fast it felt like it might explode. She had no idea what the blonde meant by that, except that it couldn’t be good. Then something punched into her rectum. An instant later, she felt the pain. It was a blade of some kind. A really sharp one. The blade was taken out and jabbed back in again.

	The foot on her head pressed down even harder. “Bet you’re sorry for starting shit now. Aren’t you, bitch?”

	Holly screamed as the blade yet again invaded her flesh. This time it went into a buttock rather than into her rectum. It felt like she had at least three inches of steel inside her. Another pool of blood was rapidly forming beneath her on the cold floor. Then the foot abruptly came away from her head.

	“Flip the bitch over.”

	There was some grunting and movement as the women shifted their grips on her. Seconds later, Holly gasped in pain as they followed the blonde’s directive. She was turned over and roughly dumped back on the floor. The blonde had the blade now—a shank with a toothbrush handle—and was kneeling over Holly.

	She grinned as she pressed the blade to the spot between Holly’s breasts. “We’re the Frauenschaft and we rule this place. Here’s something to remember us by. Hail the eternal Reich, bitch.”

	Holly squirmed and squealed as the blade again began to part her flesh, but the blonde’s cohorts easily held her in place. The blonde bit her bottom lip and her eyes narrowed to slits of intense concentration. She cut deep and kept at it until the swastika between Holly’s breasts was complete.

	Near the end of this, Holly wished they would just finish the job and slit her throat. She didn’t think she could stand to live even one more day in this nightmarish place. But that didn’t happen.

	Instead, the women left her lying there in that pool of her own blood, whimpering and quivering in pain as they moved over to the shower nozzles and rinsed off their sleek, perfect bodies. They talked among themselves and laughed about what they had done, but they paid no more attention to Holly, who passed out from the pain and blood loss before they departed.
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	Along with Dr. Woronov, Livia Collins was responsible for providing real medical care to Prison 13 staff members. She never failed to perform this aspect of her duties with the utmost professionalism. No one on staff had ever complained about the quality of her work.

	She took no special pride in this. It was by far the most boring utilization of her skills. Any genuine enthusiasm was reserved for her other role at the prison. Though she wasn’t listed as such in the facility’s records, she was a torturer. That was her real job. In medieval times, she would have worked in a dungeon. It was what gave her some sense of actual fulfillment. Nothing made her happier than making other human beings suffer. It was especially good when she could prolong that suffering over a long period of time.

	Which was why Livia was so disappointed with herself this morning. She had allowed her great enthusiasm for her work to get the better of her, causing her to get carried away with Sally Nielsen the previous night. The woman had been alive when Livia had at last departed the infirmary to retire to her quarters. Evidently, however, Sally had died of blood loss or some other internal trauma during the night. This despite steps she’d taken to stabilize the woman.

	It was so upsetting. The woman hadn’t suffered nearly enough. Allowing the stupid hag to go to her demise after just one night was unconscionable. Now she would have put in a requisition for another subject or two. Hopefully it would go through faster than the last few requests.

	She was on the verge of summoning someone to remove the corpse when the infirmary’s swinging doors banged open. Two guards came in bearing a bloody woman on a gurney. The woman was a prisoner. Her name was Holly something-or-other. The nurse had administered her inoculations just yesterday.

	Livia couldn’t help marveling over the serendipitous timing. Here she’d been, lamenting Sally’s early death and moping about how long it might take to procure a replacement subject when along comes this early Christmas present. It almost felt like a special kind of miracle. An evil miracle.

	The thought made her giggle.

	One of the guards cocked an eyebrow at her as he and his colleague rolled the gurney to a stop at the foot of dead Sally’s bed. “What’s so funny?”

	Livia laughed again and shrugged. “You wouldn’t get it. What do we have here?”

	“This is just my opinion as a layman, you understand,” said the second guard. “But it looks to me like the bitch got the shit beat out of her.”

	“Got cut up a bit, too,” chimed in the other one. “Stabbed in the asshole.”

	Livia laughed, watching as the men transferred the unconscious woman to one of the empty beds. “Interesting. Flip her over. Yes, like that. Hmm. Well, my professional assessment is in line with your layman’s opinion. And, putting on my detective’s hat, I’d hazard a guess that the ladies of the Frauenschaft had something to do with this.”

	The guard who’d spoken first said, “Are you deducing that from the fucking swastika carved into her chest?”

	Livia nodded. “What else?”

	“Those crazy bitches are getting out of hand,” said the same guy again. “We’re not even supposed to--”

	“Shut it, Clark,” the other man said, interrupting him. “It’s not our business and we’ve got other shit to do.”

	Livia frowned, glancing at the one called Clark. “No, hold on. Tell me what you were about to say.”

	The man shook his head, a dark look crossing his face as he looked away from her. “My partner’s right. We’re too busy for fucking gossip.” He tipped his hat at her. “Later, Ms. Collins.”

	The men started turning away from her.

	“Hold on,” Livia said again.

	The men turned back to her.

	“Yeah?” Clark asked, looking wary.

	“I’m sorry,” Livia said, waving a hand at Sally. “This one’s dead. Could you take her to the crematorium for me?”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	As Livia cuffed Holly’s wrists to the bed rails, the guards transferred Sally’s corpse to the bloodstained gurney. They then bid the nurse adieu and wheeled the body out of the infirmary.

	Time to get to work. After donning a fresh pair of latex gloves, Livia pulled apart Holly’s buttocks to examine her rectal wounds. They were small and would have been easy to miss if not for the blood still weeping from them. The wounds did not appear to be life-threatening. It was within the nurse’s ability to suture them quickly while the woman was still unconscious and spare her a significant amount of misery.

	Livia, of course, had no interest in doing anything of the sort. She inserted the gloved tip of a finger into one of the punctures. This elicited a weak moan from Holly, but she did not otherwise stir.

	Well, that won’t do, the nurse thought. I need you awake and screaming.

	She pushed the finger in deeper and wiggled it around, enlarging the wound. This increased the flow of blood seeping from it. The beautiful red stuff burbled up around her knuckles, overflowing past them and into the crevasse between the woman’s asshole and vagina. This caused Holly to come awake with a loud gasp.

	Which was followed by a scream.

	Livia smiled.

	That’s a start.

	She took her finger out of the puncture wound and seized a handful of Holly’s long hair, jerking her head back hard enough to make her gag. “Be quiet. You’re behaving in a rather unseemly way, piglet. Soon you’ll have good cause to scream your foolish head off, but for now I need you to answer some questions for me. Understand?”

	Holly gagged again as she tried to say something.

	Livia relinquished her grip on Holly’s hair, allowing her head to thump down on the pillow. “What was that, piglet? I’m afraid I couldn’t make out any of it for some reason.”

	Holly sniffled. “Why are you being so mean to me? Aren’t you a nurse or doctor? I’m hurt. Please help me.”

	Livia smirked. “Yes, actually, I am a nurse. The scrubs give it away, right? I’d congratulate you on your powers of observation, if not for the fact that you’d have to be a fucking simpleton not to make that deductive leap. Anyway, I’ll do my job now and get you something for the pain. I’ll be right back.”

	Holly whimpered softly. “Th-thank you.”

	Livia smiled. “No problem, piglet. Don’t you go anywhere, okay?”

	She headed for the infirmary’s swinging double doors and banged through them. The short hallway outside the infirmary was empty. A half-dozen long strides took her to a door about halfway to the end of the passage. Stenciled in block letters on the door was a single word: JANITORIAL.

	Inside the supply closet, Livia groped in the dark for the thin cord that would turn on the overhead bulb. She found it and gave it a yank. The light came on, but it was dim and flickering. The low-wattage bulb needed replacing. This was annoying, but she could see well enough to locate what she needed.

	Stepping around a dank-smelling mop bucket, she approached a row of shelves and scanned the items crammed onto their surfaces. Livia grabbed a large blue and white plastic bottle from a middle shelf and walked out of the janitorial closet. She left the door partly open, knowing she’d be making multiple trips between the closet and the infirmary throughout the day.

	Holly’s head was turned in her direction as the nurse banged back through the infirmary’s swinging doors. Her eyes got big as she saw what dangled from Livia’s index and middle fingers by its plastic handle.

	“No.” The woman’s tone was hoarse and plaintive. “You can’t.”

	Livia laughed. “Oh, shut up. I can and you know it.”

	Holly whimpered. “Please.”

	“You go right on begging,” Livia said, smirking as she set the jug of bleach atop the medical cart, which she then rolled into place next to Holly’s bed. “I do enjoy it, as you should probably know by now.”

	Holly trembled. “I-I…thought you were getting something for my pain.”

	Livia giggled as she removed the cap from the plastic bottle. “I did get something for the pain, silly. But I never said it was anything to help the pain, you stupid cow.”

	Using one hand to pull apart Holly’s buttocks and the other to position the bottle of bleach above her anus, Livia felt herself getting wet in anticipation of what was about to happen. She ached to touch herself, but refrained because she was already set to administer the patient’s “medicine”.

	Holly screamed and jerked at the shackles binding her to the bed, an effort that produced a metallic clinking sound but accomplished little else, except to intensify Livia’s excitement. The screaming and begging were always lovely things, but seeing them struggle uselessly was just as nice.

	She tipped the bottle forward until the caustic liquid began to pour from the opening. Holly jerked against her bonds again—harder now as fear-induced adrenaline began to hit her system—and then started screaming as the bleach made contact with the puncture wounds in her ass. These screams were some of the loudest and shrillest Livia had heard in months. She shivered in pleasure, her breathing quickening as she neared orgasm without even having touched herself.

	Holly thrashed and screamed as the nurse tipped more bleach into the wounds. The ferocity of her struggles was really something to behold. She yanked at the shackle encircling her left wrist so hard that it broke the wrist. The snapping of bone was audible to Livia’s ears, but Holly hardly noticed. All that existed in her world then was the total agony gripping her and the need to get away from what was causing it.

	Only she couldn’t do that.

	Livia allowed the woman a few minutes of respite, long enough for the horrendous sting of the bleach to subside somewhat—and long enough for her to become aware of what she’d done to her wrist.

	Her body was sheened in sweat as her struggles slowly became less violent. In a few more moments, she lay there panting and sobbing on the bed. Livia set the bottle of bleach on the medical cart, stripped the latex glove from her right hand, and reached into her pants to take care of business. Achieving orgasm didn’t take long, maybe just a few seconds. After that, she stripped off the other latex glove, donned a fresh pair, and again picked up the bottle of bleach. By then, Holly was trembling but no longer thrashing in agony and she was mewling weakly rather than screaming.

	Well, this won’t do at all, Livia thought.

	She pulled apart Holly’s buttocks and splashed a much more liberal dose of bleach into the wounds than before. The woman’s screaming resonated inside the infirmary’s walls as powerfully as the wailing of a heavy metal singer in a concert arena.

	And it wasn’t long at all before Livia was getting off again.
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	In the dining hall, most of the women on the other side of the serving line wouldn’t look Jessica in the eye. Many of them had a twitchiness that made her think of meth tweakers. This did not give her any confidence in the quality of the food, despite what Spider had said about it being surprisingly edible.

	One woman near the end of the serving line did make eye contact with Jessica. She also wasn’t as twitchy as her coworkers. That, though, was where the good news ended. This woman looked like a crone out of some dark old fairytale about evil witches and the innocent, unsuspecting children who ran afoul of them. She looked like a well-fed hag, basically, with loose, chicken-like jowls, a bushy near-unibrow, a thick, protruding lower lip, and prominent warts on her face. Wet green boogers were visible inside her large, flaring nostrils.

	The witchy old bitch was wearing a large white apron over a big gray smock. Her plump right hand loosely held the end of a serving spoon. Her mouth twisted in an amused sneer as she sensed Jessica’s scrutiny of her. “Want some gravy for your mashed potatoes, dearie?”

	Jessica eyed the pot of gravy. The creepy old bat was stirring the brown slop with the spoon. Ordinarily, she did like gravy on her potatoes. She’d been born and raised in the south, after all. But as she stood there and studied the dubious texture of the swirling slop, she saw something land on its surface, something that was briefly visible before being stirred into the gravy.

	Something…green.

	Jessica looked the woman in the eye. “Did you really do what I think you just did?”

	The woman smiled, revealing rows of rotting, yellow teeth.

	She said nothing.

	Spider nudged Jessica with an elbow. “We’re, uh, kind of holding up the line here,” she said, speaking so softly she was barely audible. “The natives are getting restless.”

	Jessica glanced at the line of women behind her. They were all glaring at her, impatient to reach the end of the line and find somewhere to sit. “I take your point.” She looked at the leering witch on the other side of the serving line. “No gravy for me today.”

	“Suit yourself, dearie.”

	Jessica picked up her tray and moved aside, allowing Spider to slide her tray over and stare across the line at the strange food server. “I’ll have a dollop of gravy, please.”

	Arching an eyebrow in surprise, Jessica withheld comment as she watched the crone dump gravy on Spider’s potatoes. Spider thanked the woman, picked up her tray, and glanced at Jessica. “This way.”

	Jessica followed her new cellmate down an aisle between rows of tables. There were a lot of tables. No surprise, given D-Block’s large inmate population. Everywhere Jessica looked, she saw mostly occupied seats. She and Spider were drawing a lot of glares as they continued down the aisle. Several inmates made lewd or threatening gestures and it was clear these were directed at her rather than Spider.

	This was not unexpected. She was fresh meat and thus would naturally be treated with hostility, but she thought there might be more to it than that. Word of what she’d done to her first cellmate would have gotten around. She had no idea what the dead woman’s standing had been here—whether she’d been high up in the social pecking order or not—but it was possible she’d already created a whole raft of new enemies without knowing it. Though she had no regrets about killing Laura Grier, that aspect of the situation was one she would need to get a handle on soon. Hopefully Spider would have some helpful information.

	Spider didn’t stop until they’d reached a table at the far end of the dining hall. This table was not as crowded as most, not nearly. Just three other women were seated at it and all were sitting well apart from each other. At a glance, Jessica knew why. These women were, like Spider, misfits and outcasts. They projected severe levels of social anxiety that hung over them like clouds of radiation. None would look at anything but the trays in front of them, nibbling at their food like anxious birds.

	Jessica pulled out a chair and sat down, putting her back to the wall. She wanted to be able to see everything and be ready to deal with any incoming threats. To her surprise, Spider pulled out the chair next to her and sat there rather than across from her.

	Jessica looked at her. “What are you doing?”

	Spider shoved a spoonful of mashed potatoes into her mouth. She swallowed and washed the food down with a gulp from her carton of milk. “Same thing as you,” she said, digging her spoon into the potatoes again. “Keeping an eye on things.”

	She ate the second spoonful of mashed potatoes.

	Jessica picked up a biscuit and took a cautious bite. “Hmm.”

	Not too bad.

	Spider glanced at her. “It’s like I said, right? Edible.”

	Jessica grunted. “Yeah.”

	She took another, less cautious bite. The biscuit was really pretty okay. After that, her hunger kicked in and she gobbled down the rest. She was most of the way through her mashed potatoes when she noted a trio of women walking toward them.

	The three had been seated together at a crowded table about midway down on the row opposite this one. A couple minutes ago, they’d gotten up to return their empty trays to a stack at the end of the serving line. Instead of heading for the exit, however, they’d turned back and started in this direction.

	The woman at the center of the trio was a good-looking, busty broad with lustrous-looking, curly black hair that hung past her shoulders. She walked just a little ahead of the other women, a redhead and a blonde. The women flanking her were taller and, if anything, bustier than the brunette. Their body language marked them as enforcers, with the brunette being their leader. Jessica had no idea what their deal was, but that part of it was obvious.

	They were inmates, clearly, but they weren’t wearing the required jumpsuit uniform. Instead they wore denim booty shorts—cut-offs—and halters or tube tops. Most inmates wore the uniforms, but Jessica had noted that a fair percentage of them, maybe about a quarter of them, did not. She didn’t yet know what set these privileged few apart, but she meant to find out.

	The brunette was staring right at Jessica. She had a pronounced smirk on her pretty face.

	Jessica picked up a second biscuit and covered her mouth, pretending to contemplate it as she directed a whispered comment to Spider. “What’s up with these three?”

	Spider looked up from her food and froze. “Oh, shit.”

	Jessica frowned. “What?”

	Spider let out a breath and turned her gaze downward, to her plate. “That’s Alice Kincaid and her goons.”

	“Who is Alice Kincaid?”

	Spider put her hands in her lap. Jessica noted they were shaking slightly. “She runs the black market in this place. The ginger is Lucy Thorne and the other one is Shonda Danning. They’re her muscle, I guess you could say. They’re all badass bitches.”

	“You afraid of them?”

	Spider swallowed with some difficulty. “Yes.”

	Jessica nodded and put down the biscuit. “Okay. Keep your mouth shut and let me deal with them.”

	Alice Kincaid pulled out the chair opposite Jessica and plopped down in it. She directed a sneering glance at Jessica’s cellmate. “Scram, Spider.”

	Spider automatically started to rise, but Jessica put a hand on her shoulder and made her sit back down.

	“My friend’s not going anywhere.”

	Alice laughed. “Your friend? Really? You’re friends with this freak?”

	Jessica stared stonily across the table at Alice Kincaid. “Spider is my friend, yes.”

	The other two were still flanking Alice, but they’d opted to stand rather than sit with their boss. Now the redhead leaned forward, bracing her hands against the table’s surface as she leered at Jessica. Her breasts drooped heavily, straining the fabric of her tight top. “What if we just make her leave, bitch?”

	Jessica smiled. “You can try.”

	Spider’s shaking visibly intensified. She looked nervously at Jessica. “I can just go. It’s okay.”

	Jessica gave her head a single, adamant shake. “No.”

	Spider sighed. “Okay.”

	Jessica’s smile broadened slightly as she met Lucy Thorne’s hateful gaze. “You think you’re a tough bitch. I get that. You probably are pretty tough compared to most in this joint.” Now Jessica leaned forward, until she was within inches of the other woman’s face. “But, baby, I’d break you and this other cunt in half without even breaking a sweat. You want me to put you in the fucking morgue? Fine. Go for it.”

	A breath hissed from between Lucy Thorne’s clenched teeth. The muscles in her shoulders and arms tensed. She was within seconds from pouncing. The other woman, Shonda, started to approach Jessica’s side of the table.

	Then Alice Kincaid loudly cleared her throat. “That’s enough, girls. We’re not here to beat anyone’s ass.” She flashed a playful smile. “Not today, anyway.”

	Another tense moment elapsed. In that moment, a fight might still have gone down, despite Alice’s order to the contrary. All it would have taken was the wrong little nudge from Jessica. Lucy was ready to go. She wanted that fight. In the end, though, she surrendered to her boss’s wishes and backed off. She and Shonda resumed their flanking positions to either side of Alice.

	Alice sighed. “Believe it or not, lady, I’m really not here to fuck with you. I wanted this to be a private conversation, but if Spider’s your bitch, so be it.”

	“My bitch?”

	Alice smiled. “You know what I mean.”

	Jessica didn’t say anything.

	Alice shrugged. “So, whatever. It’s cool. I just wanted to introduce myself. I heard how you dealt with Laura Grier and was impressed, figured I should get to know you. A bitch like you, the way you stood up to my girls, who fucking nobody stands up to, not if they want to keep on living, well…that gets my attention, too.”

	Again, Jessica said nothing, just kept staring.

	Alice glanced at Spider, who immediately went back to staring at her lap. A combination of curiosity and disbelief at being a part of this confrontation between alpha bitches had caused her to stare across the table at Alice, but now she looked like she wanted to slink away somewhere and go hide, maybe never to emerge again.

	Jessica put a hand on her cellmate’s leg, gave it a reassuring squeeze.

	Alice laughed, shifted her attention back to Jessica. “Did your, uh…friend…” The sneering emphasis she put on ‘friend’ made her cohorts chortle. “Whatever the fuck she is…did she clue you in about me?”

	“Maybe. What about it?”

	Alice shrugged. “I like you. I like your fucking style. You’ve got what it takes to make it in here. Big time. That’s why I’d like to talk to you about maybe working for me.”

	Jessica frowned. “Working for you? Doing what?”

	Another shrug from Alice. “That’s yet to be determined. Now, normally, fresh meat like you, I wouldn’t even consider involving you in my business. But you ain’t the normal kind of fresh meat. Anybody can see that. No, you’re special. So maybe we think about putting you on an accelerated path to a high up position in my organization.” She folded her arms beneath her big breasts and leaned back in her chair. “What do you think about that?”

	Jessica stared back at Alice impassively for a long moment. During that time, she sensed the silent, seething hostility emanating from Lucy Thorne and, to a slightly lesser degree, from Shonda Danning. Both of them likely considered Jessica’s possible involvement in their boss’s dealings a personal threat. That in itself should have been enough to warrant a flat “no” to Alice Kincaid’s proposal. She didn’t much relish possibly being stabbed in the back by one of these bitches.

	On the other hand, based on what she knew at this point, this Alice Kincaid could be a good person to know if she had the kind of contacts Jessica assumed she must have. “I’ll think about it.”

	Jessica pushed her chair back and stood up, picking up her tray and indicating with a tilt of her head for Spider to do the same. Spider didn’t hesitate. She stood and picked up her tray, standing as close to Jessica as possible as they started moving away from the table.

	Alice remained seated, turning in the metal folding chair as she watched them start to leave. “You give it some thought, baby. I’ve got no problem with that.” She grinned, glancing at Spider. “Just don’t think too long. It could be harmful to your friend’s health.”

	Spider gulped.

	Jessica said nothing, nudged Spider in the side to urge her along. She kept her back to Alice and her cronies the whole way back to the serving line, showing how confident and unafraid she was. But she felt their stares every step of the way.
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	After a long night of fun and games with the warden, Helga slept in the following morning, staying in bed until the sinfully late hour of eight. She normally rose two hours earlier, same as the inmates, but her exalted position at Prison 13 meant she had some leeway not enjoyed by most other staff members, especially when it came to things like punctuality.

	She rose from her luxurious bed and strode naked across the room to stand before a wood-framed full-length mirror. Heading into her mid-thirties, her body was nearly as flawless as it’d been when she was twenty. The only difference came in the form of some tiny lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth. Most people, being understandably distracted by her height and statuesque physique, would never notice them. But Helga did and she never left her quarters without concealing them.

	Still, that one bothersome minor flaw aside, Helga remained proud of what she saw in the mirror. She was feminine perfection, the living embodiment of the standard male’s ultimate fantasy woman. In her years as a touring dancer, she’d met only one other woman nearly as physically perfect as herself, a heavily tattooed blonde named Dez, also a dancer. But Dez was dead now.

	Sometimes she missed her days on the dance circuit. Not often. Just now and then, when she was feeling nostalgic. She’d been one half of a popular duo known as the Torture Twins. Her partner’s real name was Megan, but her stage name had been Vivian Ice. Their act had been heavily BDSM-based and featured loads of lesbian teasing, which always drove their predominantly male audience wild. Together they toured the USA and much of Europe for years to staggering success, making bank for a long time before it all started to go sour.

	There were problems on many levels. After working together as lovers for the first few years, they separated when Megan started getting back into sleeping with men. There was some bitterness about this, but they continued working together because the act was too profitable not too continue with it. Mostly they remained cordial and professional in their personal interactions, but things soured further as Megan’s cocaine habit—prodigious to begin with—finally began to spiral out of control. She spent too much money and got in trouble with the wrong people.

	In the end, she wound up dragging Helga into the muck with her. Turned out Megan had promised these people her partner would pay off her debt. This she’d done without consulting Helga, who only found out about it when representatives of Megan’s debtors paid her a visit.

	This happened on the last stop of their final tour. She was sitting alone at a table in the smoky lounge of a hotel in Denmark when a slim and professionally dressed dark-haired woman pulled out a chair and sat across from her. There were two men in black suits and ties with her, both wearing dark sunglasses. One was bald and one had close-cropped brown hair. Muscular bruisers in tailored clothes.

	Right away, Helga didn’t like the feel of it. Stubbing out her cigarette, she grabbed her purse and started to rise, but one of the men—the bald one—circled the table and gestured for her to sit down. He was standing with his back to the bar, where the lounge’s only other patrons were seated. He pulled back a flap of his blazer to reveal a shoulder rig. The grip of a 9mm pistol jutted from the holster.

	Helga sighed. She sat back down. “Right. Who are you? What do you want with me?”

	The dark-haired woman leveled an icy stare at her. “We are here to settle your debt.”

	Helga frowned. Having no outstanding debts whatsoever, she was deeply confused. “The fuck are you talking about? I don’t owe anybody anything.”

	The woman smiled. “Oh, but you do. I believe you are in business with a woman known professionally as Vivian Ice.”

	Helga groaned as a knot began to form in her stomach. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

	“You acknowledge knowing her, then?”

	Helga tapped another cigarette out of her pack and lit it, blowing smoke across the table. “You already know I do, but I’ve got nothing to do with whatever that bitch is into now. Aside from the act, that is.”

	The woman shook her head. “According to her, that is not precisely true. She says you agreed to pay her outstanding debt to us.” The woman’s smile widened slightly, though her eyes remained cold and unfriendly. “In full.”

	Helga couldn’t help it. She laughed. Not because she wasn’t afraid. She was. These were serious people. They meant business. But the absurdity of what she was being told was just too much.

	“I told her no such thing.”

	The dark-haired woman shrugged. “I assumed as much.”

	Helga exhaled another cloud of smoke. “Then why are you here?”

	The woman leaned forward, bracing her forearms on the edge of the table. “Because whether you actually made this promise or not, we intend to collect the money from you.”

	“And what if I say no?”

	“That would be unfortunate.”

	Helga grunted. “Let me guess. You’d have to break my legs or something.”

	The woman shook her head and didn’t visibly react as Helga blew another cloud of smoke directly at her. “I’m afraid not. The organization I work for doesn’t believe in half measures.”

	Helga frowned. “You mean you’d kill me? Really?”

	The woman nodded, said nothing.

	Helga stubbed out the half-smoked cigarette in frustration and sudden rage. “Maybe I should scream for help. This is a public fucking place, you know.”

	“That would also be unfortunate.”

	Helga snorted. “I bet. For you.”

	The woman shook her head. “No, not for us. For you. And for everyone else here.”

	Helga gave her a dubious look. “You’d kill them all? Really? In broad fucking daylight?”

	“Yes.”

	The woman held Helga’s gaze as she uttered the single chilling syllable in an even, unconcerned tone. Helga stared back and decided within about two seconds that she believed her. It was crazy, but crazy, insanely violent things happened all the time. The news was full of the bloody proof on an almost daily basis.

	“How much does the bitch owe you?”

	The woman’s smile returned and now there was even a faint glint of something like warmth in her eyes. “We’ll get to that soon. But first, you should know our business with you today is not merely about collecting a debt.”

	A silent moment went by as she allowed this enigmatic pronouncement to hang in the air.

	Helga felt a deep wariness. She was sure she didn’t want to know what else this was about, but that didn’t matter, not really. She knew she wouldn’t be allowed to leave this place without hearing the rest of it. “Okay,” she said, her nerves causing her to reach for her cigarette pack without taking one out. “I’ll bite. What else do you want with me?”

	“I work for an organization called the Order of the Dragon. We are an ancient society with influence at the highest levels of government in every developed country. The other reason for our visit today is to offer you an opportunity within the organization.”

	Helga laughed. “You’re fucking kidding me. You’re, what, a corporate headhunter?”

	“In a manner of speaking…yes.”

	“And you’re here to offer me a job?”

	“An opportunity. Yes.”

	Helga laughed a little harder. “And this organization of yours, the way you describe it, it’s basically like the Illuminati, right? The behind-the-scenes people who control everything. Right?’

	“You are not far off the mark.”

	Helga felt like she should laugh again. What this woman was telling her was too ridiculous to believe. And yet no laughter would come. Instead there was just this deepening chill. It was caused by the apparent fact that this woman was either telling the truth or believed she was telling the truth. In that moment, she wasn’t sure which possibility frightened her more.

	This perception slowly began to change as the woman told her more about the supposed opportunity. Drinks were ordered. They discussed it in detail. She would be taken out of the comfortable, jet-setting life she’d known, but she would be placed in a position of near absolute power within an unusual, challenging environment. More importantly, the nature of this environment would allow her to indulge her darker appetites, the secret ones she’d had to—mostly—stay away from since her days at the Sin Den.

	The Sin Den was a now-defunct backwoods strip club where she’d essentially been held prisoner until her eventual escape. Which was bad, of course. She hadn’t liked not being in charge of her own destiny. On the other hand, she’d been the star attraction, and she had, on occasion, been allowed to torture and kill people for fun and entertainment.

	She still messed that part of it.

	Missed it a lot, in fact.

	The Order of the Dragon had been tracking Helga for some time. Or so the woman said, though by the end of the conversation Helga had lost all doubt on that count. They knew all about her past. Far more than they should, in fact, including things she was sure she’d never said out loud to anyone, things about some of her deepest, strangest desires. That part of it was creepy, but it was also intriguing, as it added credence to what the woman had said about the nature of the organization.

	An arrangement was made. She would be allowed time to think about it. A week. If she was not interested, she would be allowed to go on with her life after paying off Megan’s debt. She would not be harmed. Helga wasn’t certain she believed that last bit, but it didn’t matter. Her interest was piqued.

	At the end of that week, she was contacted again, this time by phone. She talked to the same icily efficient woman, Ms. Ludmire. The next day she got on a plane and was flown to Prison 13 for a tour. At this point, she was interested, but not convinced. However, by the end of her tour of the facility, Helga knew she would accept the offer.

	She made just one request of her new employers, one that was happily granted.

	Turning away from the mirror, Helga touched a button on a wall panel and an electronic trapdoor in the center of the room slid open with a quiet hum.

	An until-then unheard whimper immediately became audible. The hidden compartment was soundproofed. This was to keep things quiet in the room when that was what Helga desired. Other times Helga left the door open—or partly open—to hear the sounds of suffering emanating from her slave’s prison.

	She stepped to the edge of the compartment and peered down at the naked, shackled woman inside it. Her flesh was ghostly pale from many months of confinement spent mostly in total darkness. She had been shaved bald and her flesh was dotted with burn marks from Helga’s cigarettes. Several laceration scars were also visible.

	An odor of urine and shit wafted up, making Helga wrinkle her nose. The compartment was ventilated and was equipped with a system for flushing out the woman’s waste. But the system wasn’t perfect. The compartment—and its inhabitant—would never be completely clean, nor would the odor clinging to her dirty body ever really be a pleasant one. But that was fine with Helga. It was part of the point, in fact. The woman was a filthy whore. It was only right she should be forced to wallow in her own filth for the rest of her pathetic life.

	Helga smiled when the woman turned her head and cringed upon seeing the face of her tormentor. “Come up out of there, Megan. I want to play with you before work.”

	She returned to the wall panel and jabbed another button. There was a loud clack as the shackles bracketed to the walls of the compartment popped open. Helga returned to her prior position at the edge of the compartment and waited.

	Megan moaned, but did not move. It was possible she lacked the necessary strength. Though she’d always been thin, Megan was now a bony, wasted-looking thing. A shriveled, emaciated husk. Her strength had been declining at a faster rate in recent weeks. While all aspects of her former partner’s suffering pleased her, Helga did not want to see her die. Eventually, of course, but not for a long while yet.

	An adjustment to the cunt’s diet might be in order. Right now she was getting a once daily feeding of barely nutritious mush. At least half the time she threw it up without digesting it, which was not exactly conducive to life longevity. Some more meat would have to be put on her bones, just enough to get her a bit healthier and able to last for many more months to come.

	Helga made a mental note to deal with it later. “Come the fuck up out of there, you sickening pile of shit. Do it or I’ll give you the electricity again. You don’t want that. Do you?”

	Megan moaned as she braced a shaking hand on the dirty concrete floor beneath her and tried to push herself up. It took a while, but she was eventually able to get to her knees. Facing her was a set of three concrete steps leading to Helga’s bedroom.

	Megan’s mouth moved as she looked at Helga. An inarticulate mumbling emerged. Her teeth had been removed. So had her tongue. Her attempts at verbal communication were laughably pathetic and mostly incomprehensible, but in this instance Helga took her meaning.

	“Yes, I know the climb won’t be easy, but I have faith in you. I know you can do it. I’ll be on my bed, Megan. Come to me. Perhaps if you get to me fast enough, I’ll take it easy on you today.”

	Helga smiled as she sat on the edge of the bed and waited. She wouldn’t take it easy on Megan—not today or on any other day—but she was a believer in providing at least the illusion of an incentive.

	Megan’s moans and whimpers grew steadily more plaintive and pitiful as she struggled to climb those measly three steps to floor level. At one point, she slipped off the first step and lay sobbing on the floor again for a few minutes.

	Helga made a loud tsk-tsk noise. “Now that just won’t do, Megan. I’m about to give you the first of several jolts. Starting in five seconds if I don’t hear a renewed effort. Five, four, three…”

	Megan mumbled something.

	Then she started moving again.

	Ten minutes—or thereabouts—later she heaved herself out of the compartment and lay panting on the floor. She was wet and she stank, but Helga didn’t care. Her old partner was here to please her again.

	“Crawl to me, Megan.”

	Mewling all the while, Megan crawled to her. In a few more minutes, she reached the bed and lay quivering at Helga’s feet.

	Helga laughed. “Very good, little worm. I’m proud of you. Now kiss my pretty feet.”

	Megan whimpered.

	Seconds later, she lifted her head off the floor and placed her lips against the toes of Helga’s left foot. She kissed them all, one by one, softly and slowly.

	“Now the other foot, little worm.”

	Megan moaned and again did as she was told.

	Helga played with her for another half hour, forcing her to perform multiple submissive acts, all of them exercises in deep humiliation. At last, tiring of this, she rose from the bed and kicked Megan in the face.

	Next she dragged Megan over to the compartment and threw her into it. She stood at its edge with her hands on her hips, features twisted in a disdainful sneer. “You didn’t do the things I asked of you well enough. Next time do better. Or else.”

	Megan just kept crying.

	Helga listened with a big smile on her face until the trapdoor slid back into place.
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	After more than an hour of pouring various caustic liquids into Holly Carmichael’s anal puncture wounds to deeply satisfying effect, Livia decided it was time to shift gears. She summoned some guards who helped her get the woman flipped over onto her back. Once this was done and Holly was again safely shackled to the bed, Livia took a few moments to examine Holly’s broken wrist. It would probably heal in a reasonable amount of time if treated and cared for properly.

	She took hold of the wrist firmly in both of her gloved hands and gave it a good twist, rotating the hand in one direction and the forearm in the opposite direction. Judging from the ensuing scream, this resulted in a significant level of mind-bending pain.

	This was all very pleasing, but it was a rather pedestrian form of torture. Livia let go of the woman’s arm. She stepped back and chewed her bottom lip as she observed Holly’s agonized writhing. As she watched, she felt a renewed flush of sexual arousal.

	Then an idea occurred.

	Yes, she thought. Some psychological fun. Then more pain.

	Livia took a scalpel from the medical cart and waggled the instrument over Holly’s face. “Let me tell you about the options I have in mind for the next phase of your treatment.” She held the tip of the scalpel close to one of Holly’s rapidly blinking eyes. “Understand I intend to do all the things I’m about to describe. It’s just a matter of deciding which comes first. I think, for instance, that it could be very interesting to cut a slit in this eye here…” She moved the scalpel a millimeter closer to the jittering orb. “I would then pour some drain cleaner into the incision.”

	Holly started blubbering.

	Livia ripped the scalpel blade across one of Holly’s cheeks, laying the flesh open to the bone. “Stupid, piglet. Stay quiet while I talk.”

	Holly screamed.

	Livia cut her again.

	After that, Holly managed to contain the sounds of her agonies for a time, with the exception of a soft, pitiful sobbing. Livia gave her a pass on that.

	“Here’s the other primary option I’m considering for you,” she said, still holding the scalpel over Holly’s face. “You’ve probably read the stories of genital mutilation that occur in certain cultures. The clitoris is removed to prevent women from getting carried away with their sexual impulses. I find this a disgusting indictment of a repressed, male-dominated society. It’s repugnant. You’ll be relieved to know I have no intention of cutting off your clit, Holly.”

	Holly sniffled. “Th-thank you.”

	Livia placed the edge of the scalpel blade against the woman’s clitoris. “However, I see no reason why I shouldn’t slice it open and pour in some hydrofluoric acid.”

	Holly screamed as Livia began to press the blade down.

	Then the infirmary’s doors banged open.

	Livia glanced that way and frowned as several women clad in red booty shorts and white T-shirts with swastikas emblazoned on the front entered the infirmary and came striding rapidly in her direction. An immediate sense of intense dread gripped her.

	These were members of a widely feared gang known as the Frauenschaft, a moniker derived from the annals of history. It was shortened from Nationalsozialistiche Frauenschaft. In English, the National Socialist Women’s League, an organization that had been the women’s faction of the Nazi party in WW2-era Germany.

	The gang was alternately known as Eternal Reich or True Reich, though non-affiliated inmates often referred to them as “those fake-ass Nazi bitches” or just “Reich girls”. They had formed in the aftermath of last year’s riot. How much they really bought into the whole Nazi thing was debatable, but at least a few—the ones at the very top, probably—were unquestionably true believers.

	Strangely, since the gang’s formation, not a single member had been selected for random execution or torture. Livia had even put in a subject requisition for a specific inmate she knew to be a Frauenschaft member. She did this just to see what would happen. Unlike nearly all her other requisitions, a terse reply came through within just a few minutes.

	It was just a single word: “No.”

	Point taken.

	The Frauenschaft was untouchable. She didn’t know why and no one would talk about it. It was a troubling development, but Livia mostly didn’t give it much thought. In theory, she supported what the gang represented. She, too, was a true believer in the fallen Reich’s cause.

	Nonetheless, preferential treatment or not, these women were still inmates at Prison 13. They were expected to abide by its rules as strictly as anyone else. 

	Livia took the scalpel away from Holly’s clit and turned to face the Nazi girls. “What are you ladies doing? You’re not supposed to be in here.”

	The women spread out in a loose circle around the foot of the bed. A woman with long blonde curls stood at the front of the group. Her hands were balled into fists at her hips and her chin jutted outward in a defiant way. “We have come to take what’s ours.”

	Livia frowned, her grip tightening on the scalpel’s handle. “Are you talking about my patient?”

	The blonde nodded. “She belongs to us. We marked her. Staked our claim. She is ours. Now we will take her.”

	Anger surged inside Livia. Holly belonged to her, not these neo-Nazi bitches. She took a backward step, waving the scalpel in front of her. The wall was less than two feet behind her. She felt crowded in. Her anger was on the verge of giving way to panic. “You have no authority to be here, nor are you authorized to take my patient. Leave the infirmary now and I won’t report this incident.”

	The blonde’s fists came off her hips as she took a step forward. Other members of the Frauenschaft followed, crowding into the narrow space between beds. “You don’t scare us, Livia Collins.” She smiled. “We can do what we want. Haven’t you figured that out yet?”

	Livia stared at them another moment as they continued to edge closer and came to a decision. This was not the time to take a stand against the Frauenschaft. There was, after all, a mounting pile of evidence backing up the blonde’s claim about being able to act with impunity. She could consult with Dr. Woronov or someone else higher up regarding this egregious violation of the rules another time.

	All that mattered right now was that she was one woman standing against more than half a dozen. Soon they would rush her, overwhelm her. She might nick one of them with the scalpel before that could happen, but she would be quickly disarmed. They might even turn the scalpel on her as punishment for daring to defy them.

	Livia lowered the scalpel. “Fine. Take her. You can unlock her shackles with the key on that cart.”

	The blonde took another step closer. The rest of them continued to crowd in closer, as well. Livia took an instinctive step backward and then another, stopping only when her back met the wall. Her breathing quickened and her panic level began to soar.

	She felt close to screaming.

	Then, all at once, they rushed her. The scalpel fell from her shaking fingers and clattered on the floor. Multiple sets of hands grabbed her and pulled her away from the wall. Her breath came in quick gasps as she got ready to scream. The scream didn’t come, though, because someone knocked her in the back of the head with something heavy.

	The blow wasn’t hard enough to knock her out, but it was a close thing. She was dimly aware of being hauled out of the infirmary, the toes of her shoes dragging on the floor as the gang members banged through the swinging doors and out into the hallway. Though everything was fuzzy in those moments, she had a vague sense that only some of the women had come with her while others had remained behind to deal with Holly.

	There was a black, lost moment during which she came closest to fully losing consciousness, but then the mental fog cleared again and she was in a bathroom. She recognized it as the one nearest the infirmary. It wasn’t far from the janitorial supply closet she’d been raiding improvised torture tools from all morning.

	She blearily turned her head about and saw there were just three gang members with her. The majority had remained in the infirmary. By now they’d likely freed Holly from her shackles and were preparing to take her away. Even in the midst of great danger to herself, this thought enraged her. This made two subjects she had lost prematurely in less than twenty-four hours.

	It wasn’t fair.

	“Let go of me!” she shouted, struggling to get free of the hands holding her as she was dragged into one of the bathroom’s three stalls. “Take your fucking hands off me or you’ll all fucking regret it, I swear.”

	The women did not let go of her.

	They laughed.

	She cried out as her knees cracked against the tiled floor. The toilet was in front of her, its seat up. A hand pushed firmly at the back of her head.

	My God, she thought. They’re gonna drown me!

	Her face was plunged into the cold toilet water. She felt a faint tang of urine in her mouth before she closed it. Her struggles against the hands holding her intensified as the seconds elapsed and she fought to hold in what little was left of the air in her lungs. The terror gripping her as still more seconds ticked by was so overwhelming it made her want to open her mouth to scream despite knowing what a bad idea that would be.

	Then, just as her body’s instincts were on the verge of betraying her by forcing her to open her mouth, Livia’s head was yanked out of the toilet. She sucked in the first of several big, wheezing gulps of air as water dripping from her wet hair pattered on the floor.

	Once she’d recovered her breath, one of the gang members—a stunning brunette with large breasts—clamped a hand under Livia’s jaw and squeezed hard, forcing her to look her in the eye. “You will not report this. Your superiors will not care. If you disobey and report what we’ve done, they will do nothing to us. But we’ll hear about it. And we’ll come back for you. Understand?”

	Livia Collins coughed. “Y-y-yes.”

	The brunette smiled and patted her on the cheek. “Good girl.” She glanced at someone behind Livia. “Now dunk her again.”

	Livia just had time to draw in another big breath before she went underwater again.
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	The relief Kirby Romay felt when the tall blonde in the Nazi getup explained that her detention at the strange prison was a mistake was so huge she wept nonstop for a solid fifteen minutes. The blonde squeezed her shoulders and made reassuring sounds as Kirby allowed the massive amount of tension and fear that had been building up inside her all morning to slowly seep away.

	She latched onto the explanation of mistaken identity with the desperation of the survivor of a sinking ship clutching at a flotation device, repeatedly telling herself that it made perfect sense. She didn’t belong in a prison, after all, having never committed any crimes.

	Not only was she not a criminal, she was a decent human being all the way around. She donated significant sums to multiple charities every year, served as a community volunteer in various ways, and, because she drove a hybrid car and was a fanatical recycler of pretty much everything, was basically a hardcore eco-warrior.

	Also, she was exceptionally pretty. Being exceptionally pretty, people had been giving her everything her heart desired her entire life. Money, jewelry, clothes, nice cars, nicer houses, etc. You name it. All she’d ever had to do was voice the desire for something and—poof!—like magic, it was hers.

	With people constantly serving up everything she could ever want on a silver platter, there’d never been any reason to break the law or steal from others. Nor was she a thrill-seeker inclined to do such things for the hell of it.

	So of course she believed what Helga told her. These cases of mistaken identity happened. She’d heard about such things on the news, she was sure of it. Or whatever, maybe she hadn’t, but it definitely seemed like something that could possibly, theoretically happen.

	And she’d been treated so nicely since the mistake was discovered, with Helga apologizing profusely multiple times. Once her crying fit passed, she’d even been served coffee and donuts and was allowed to change back into civilian clothes. The woman had also hinted at a possible modest monetary settlement for her troubles. Being rich, the prospect of money didn’t much excite Kirby, but it was the thought that mattered. It was further evidence of genuine remorse on the part of her captors.

	Still…there were some lingering things bothering Kirby as she sat alone in the warden’s office, awaiting what she’d been told would be a final interview before being allowed to leave the prison. For instance, at no point since her arrival at the prison had anyone referred to her by a name other than her own.

	In theory, it was possible she had simply been mistaken for someone else named Kirby Romay. However, this seemed unlikely. There weren’t a lot of women named Kirby in the world and logic dictated there were even fewer with the last name Romay. It was possible she’d been the unfortunate victim of a wild, one-in-a-million coincidence. She could wrap her head around that idea, albeit just barely.

	What troubled her the most, however, were the various oddities about the prison. It did not seem much like a normal prison at all. Kirby had seen many critically acclaimed crime dramas on TV and had a good general sense of how correctional facilities should actually look.

	One thing that did not fit this internal image was the giant Nazi flag adorning the wall behind the warden’s desk. Nor could she simply chalk this up to one history enthusiast’s inappropriate eccentricity. To varying degrees, everyone on staff at the strangely-named Prison 13 sported Nazi regalia.

	Strange in the extreme, to say the least.

	She was mulling all this over when a door to the left of the desk opened and Helga and another woman she hadn’t met yet entered the office. The other woman, who Kirby assumed was the warden, seated herself behind the desk. Helga took up a position behind Kirby, placing strong hands firmly on her shoulders. She wanted to believe this was another gesture of reassurance, like earlier in the interrogation room, but there was something different about this touch. Something subtly more aggressive.

	That’s just paranoia, Kirby told herself. Cut that nonsense out.

	The warden smiled, lacing her fingers together as she leaned back in her chair. “Hello, Kirby. I am Ms. Wickman, warden of Prison 13. I understand you came to us by mistake. I apologize for any inconvenience you’ve experienced.”

	An image of the homely nurse in the delousing station probing her vagina flitted through Kirby’s mind.

	Inconvenience? Yes, you could say I’ve experienced a rather severe level of inconvenience. Jesus.

	Kirby, not wanting to get distracted, pushed the memory away. “Yes, well, I’d rather not dwell on that. Also, while appreciated, the offer of a monetary settlement isn’t necessary. The apology is more than enough. I’d just like to be on my way soon.”

	Ms. Wickman arched an eyebrow. “Monetary settlement? Hmm. Who suggested such a thing?”

	Kirby frowned. “Helga.”

	Helga’s fingers dug into her shoulders. “I suggested no such thing.”

	Kirby’s frown deepened.

	Well, that’s a lie.

	A lie, yes, but one she chose to ignore for now.

	“Okay, I’m sorry, I must have misunderstood.” She forced a smile. “I’m not feeling my best. I’ve been through a lot today.”

	Ms. Wickman nodded slowly. “Do you feel as if you’ve been mistreated?”

	Kirby carefully weighed her next words. The situation had taken a worrisome twist. There was an underlying hostility in the way she was being treated now. It wasn’t as overt as before, not nearly, but it was there.

	She cleared her throat. “No, ma’am.”

	Ms. Wickman sighed. “Kirby, I think you’re lying. I don’t like liars.”

	Kirby gave her head an adamant shake. “No, no, no. I’m not lying. I’ve been treated fairly. Look, all I care about is getting out of here. Can I please go home now?”

	The warden smiled. “No.”

	“What?”

	“You heard me.”

	Kirby gaped at the woman, unable to speak for several moments as Helga’s fingers dug harder into her shoulders, the grip becoming painful now.

	“Allow me to explain,” the warden said, still smiling. “There was no case of mistaken identity. I’m afraid Helga was just having a little fun with you.”

	Moisture welled in Kirby’s eyes. “But…that’s cruel.”

	Ms. Wickman laughed. “Oh, yes. I know. It is very, very cruel, indeed. We are cruel women.”

	Now Helga laughed, too.

	Kirby’s bottom lip quivered as tears began to spill down her face. “B-b-but…I haven’t done anything.”

	“Ah, but that is where you are wrong.” The warden held up an index finger, waggling it at her in a scolding way. “You have done something. You just haven’t realized what it was yet. We’ll get to that in a moment. First, would you like to know what Prison 13’s special mission is? What makes it so different from all other prisons in the world?”

	Kirby sniffled. “Just tell me what I did.”

	Ms. Wickman ignored this request, saying, “Prison 13 is a repository for troublesome and inconvenient women from all around the world. Women who commit vile crimes do wind up here, but women who have violated no legal statutes whatsoever comprise the larger percentage of our inmate population.”

	Kirby made an exasperated sound. “That makes no sense. Why would that be?”

	Ms. Wickman shrugged. “Many of our inmates are here simply because they have crossed the wrong person. They cheated on their spouses. As young girls, they snubbed some misfit boy who grew up to become a vengeful millionaire. Or they became inconvenient in the lives of their husbands, who wanted them gone to make way for new trophy wives.” She smiled. “Without the mess of an expensive divorce.”

	Awareness began to dawn for Kirby. This was still madness. It still made so little sense. She understood what the warden was saying, but what she was describing did not apply to her.

	Not anymore.

	“Okay, look, I cheated on my husband with exactly one person a little while ago. It was the only time it ever happened. I was eaten up with guilt. I even confessed it to him. We went to counseling. He told me everything would be okay, that he forgave me.” More tears spilled down her face now. “Did he lie?”

	“Actually, he didn’t.”

	Kirby frowned. “Then who had me sent here?”

	“Why, the woman you had your little fling with, of course.”

	“What? Lisa?” Kirby shook her head. “She wouldn’t do that.”

	Ms. Wickman laughed. “You’re wrong about that, Kirby. You really are very naïve in general. But you’re very pretty. At least no one can take that away from you.”

	Kirby became aware of a faint scraping sound from somewhere above her. She glanced up and saw Helga holding a clear glass jar. The liquid inside the jar was a bright shade of neon green. At some point during the conversation with Ms. Wickman, Helga had moved away from Kirby, retrieving the jar from elsewhere in the room. Kirby had been too focused on what the warden was saying to take much note of this, but now she wished she’d been paying better attention.

	Helga finished unscrewing the lid from the jar and tossed it aside. Kirby squinted at the liquid inside it, wondering what it was and why Helga was handling the container so delicately.

	“What is that?”

	Ms. Wickman chuckled. “That, dear, is the means by which you lose the last of your precious delusions.”

	Helga tipped the jar forward, splashing the flesh-dissolving acid all over Kirby’s pretty face, which stopped being pretty within seconds as the acid ate into her skin. She fell out of the chair and writhed around on the floor, the flesh coming away from her cheekbones in goopy chunks as she scratched helplessly at her face and wailed in agony.

	 

	Helga and Ms. Wickman observed the rapid ruination of Kirby Romay’s beauty with amused expressions. The charade of mistaken identity and its ultimate unveiling was every bit as enjoyable as they’d imagined.

	The jar had contained just enough diluted acid to permanently disfigure the woman’s face, but not enough to kill her. The warden did not want Kirby dead. Quite the contrary. She wanted the obtuse idiot to live and experience the remainder of her existence as a hideous, scorned freak.

	Ms. Wickman caught sight of the blinking red message light on her desk phone. “Have this ugly thing taken to the infirmary,” she said after a moment, glancing at Helga. “I’ll be busy for the next little while. Come see me again at lunchtime.”

	Helga nodded. “Anything else, madam?”

	“Tell the medical staff to do everything possible to save this thing’s sight. The cow had flesh-dissolving acid splashed in its face, so if they are unable to do this, I understand. But the effort would be much appreciated.”

	“I’ll let them know.”

	“Good. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have other business to attend to.”

	Ms. Wickman retreated to her living quarters and moved quickly through the kitchen and bedroom until she came to a door. Behind the door was a spacious closet. She opened it and stepped inside, approaching a rack of clothes on hangers. These she swept aside, revealing a button on the wall. She pressed the button and a panel opened. Inset in the wall was a large screen.

	As the panel opened, the screen was black, but it quickly came to life, displaying a shot of a conference room cloaked in shadow. Several people with faces she could not make out sat around the table. This was the shadow council. They were called that for the obvious reason, as few outside the council were ever allowed to see their faces.

	A distorted voice from the room spoke. “Greetings, warden. We trust you are doing well today.”

	The voice was disguised by filter. The speaker could be either male or female. It was impossible to tell. Ms. Wickman rarely interacted directly with the council. Usually communications passed through intermediaries. On the rare occasions when this did happen, however, a message was left on her desk phone’s old-fashioned answering machine. The message was always the same, a squeal of static followed by a robotic voice reciting a seemingly random series of numbers.

	The numbers didn’t matter. What the message meant was always the same: Call us.

	Ms. Wickman nodded. “Yes, thank you. All is well here at Prison 13. And as per your previous communique, we are taking a hands-off approach with the Frauenschaft. As always, however, feel free to share any concerns you may have.”

	The distorted voice spoke again. “The purpose of this call is simply to inform you of an imminent visit to the facility by a VIP.”

	Ms. Wickman tried hard not to frown, but it wasn’t easy. In the year since she’d assumed her duties as warden, no one from within the organization’s power structure elite had visited the facility. To say this was a curious development was an understatement. She knew she had no reason to doubt the council’s confidence in her, but this news was slightly troubling. Why else would a VIP visit if not to look into suspected problems?

	She kept her voice even as she replied, striving not to show her concern. “When will this visit take place?”

	There was a brief silence.

	Then the distorted voice spoke again, uttering a single syllable: “Soon.”

	The screen went black and the wall panel slid automatically back into place. Ms. Wickman stared blankly at the wall for several long moments. She no longer found the prospect of a VIP visit slightly troubling. In the absence of any other information, it was, in fact, very troubling.
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	The next three days passed without incident for Jessica Sloan. She settled into the routine of prison life and made no attempt to interact directly with anyone other than Spider. The hostile treatment she was subjected to during her first full day at Prison 13 abated, becoming virtually nonexistent by the middle of the next day.

	She ascribed this to a variety of factors. A lot of the women were just scared of her. According to Spider, it was unheard of for a new arrival to just up and kill her cellmate right off the bat, especially when said cellmate was someone as widely feared as Laura Grier. Anyone who wasn’t at least a little wary of someone who’d do a thing like that was just plain stupid. Spider further speculated that Alice Kincaid had sent out word to back off until further notice.

	This sounded like a reasonable assessment of the situation to Jessica, who was grateful for the respite. She had no fear of any single individual here, but not having to worry about being jumped by a gang of vicious bitches meant she was able to concentrate on more important matters, such as figuring a way out of here

	To that end, however, she had not made much progress, having explored as much of D-Block as she could without breeching security checkpoints. Not wishing to do anything that might get her sent back to solitary, she hadn’t yet attempted to gain unauthorized access to the restricted parts of the prison. That might change if she wound up being here a long time and became desperate, but for now she was content to keep her eyes open for security vulnerabilities.

	On the afternoon of her fourth day at Prison 13, Jessica and Spider were sitting on opposite sides of the little table in their cell. In the middle of the table was the homemade checkerboard that had belonged to Laura Grier. It was fashioned from a piece of cardboard with squares drawn on it. The game pieces were folded squares of paper.

	Jessica pushed a piece forward and said, “Maybe I could get myself sent to the infirmary.”

	Spider’s gaze had been riveted to the game board, but now she looked up at Jessica, her eyes wide with alarm. “Oh, fuck no, Jess. You don’t want that.”

	Jessica glanced out at the section of second floor landing visible beyond the open cell door. There was the usual rumble of voices from across D-Block, but for the moment the area outside their cell was empty. Though she was less concerned for her immediate safety than she’d been a few days ago, Jessica knew she should never let her guard down entirely. Only those not interested in surviving prison life would do otherwise.

	She looked at Spider. “Why not?”

	Spider’s stringy brown bangs were hanging in her eyes as she leaned forward and said, “Because you don’t go to the infirmary to get better. Not here. Bitches who go to the infirmary never get seen again. You go there, it’s your fucking death warrant, Jess.”

	Jessica frowned as Spider belatedly moved one of her own game pieces. She was thinking back to her arrival day. After delousing, she was taken to the infirmary for inoculations. She’d only been there a few minutes while a pretty dark-haired nurse administered the shots, but she’d seen nothing that had immediately struck her as out of the ordinary. Just three beds in the infirmary had been occupied at that time. Three shackled women. She hadn’t gotten a good look at any of them, but the shackles had not alarmed her. This was a prison. The women on the bed were prisoners. Thus the shackles.

	Not a big deal.

	Or so she’d thought.

	“Okay, what happens in the infirmary?”

	“The infirmary isn’t really an infirmary,” Spider said, shaking the hair out of her eyes. “It’s a torture dungeon masquerading as an infirmary.”

	She went on to tell Jessica more about how inmates were frequently extracted from the prison population and sent to the infirmary for no apparent reason. As she’d already stated, these women were never seen alive again. Although no living inmates had witnessed the torture sessions firsthand, word of what went on had been passed down through various channels, primarily guards. Spider shared a few choice bits of gruesome prison lore about the infirmary. Some of it had no doubt been embellished through years of retelling but Jessica didn’t doubt it was all based in truth.

	“Okay,” she said, moving another game piece. “No engineered trip to the infirmary for me, then.”

	Spider sighed in relief. “Thank fuck. I never would have seen you again.”

	“Would that upset you?”

	Spider frowned. “Of course it would. You’re the closest thing I’ve had to a friend the whole time I’ve been here. And people are scared of you, which means they don’t fuck with me like they used to.”

	“Because we’re together all the time,” Jessica said, eyeing the game board.

	“Yeah. Exactly. And it’d suck to go back to being fair game for every mean-ass bitch in this joint.”

	Jessica grunted. “I guess I can see that.”

	“Why would you want to go to the infirmary, anyway?”

	“Recon.”

	“Recon?”

	Jessica nodded, still eyeing the board. “For information. To get the lay of the land, a better sense of what’s possible and what isn’t, an idea of what else might be accessible from there. But thanks to you, I’ll be shifting my focus elsewhere.”

	Spider said nothing to that. She put a thumb in her mouth and chewed the nail thoughtfully. Her gaze was on the table, but Jessica could tell she wasn’t really seeing the table or the game board. She was mulling over what Jessica had told her. From the deepening twist of her features, it was clear she found something about it unsettling.

	Jessica waited, no longer interested in the game.

	At last, Spider lifted her gaze from the table, glanced out at the empty landing, and spoke in a near-whisper when she looked at Jessica. “You’re thinking about escaping.”

	“Of course I am.”

	Frowning again, Spider went back to chewing on her thumbnail.

	Jessica was waiting for her cellmate to say something else when she heard movement outside the cell. She glanced that way and saw several inmates standing just outside the open cell door. Dressed in identical fashion, Jessica recognized them as members of a Nazi gang. They wore ridiculous red booty shorts and white swastika T-shirts. Spider had pointed them out to her on the first day, indicating that they were to be avoided at all costs. They called themselves the Frauenschaft. A blonde woman standing at the forefront of the group was the apparent leader. She was staring very intently at Jessica.

	Jessica grunted. “The fuck do you want?”

	The blonde’s expression sharpened at her insolent tone. “We want you.”

	“For what?”

	“To join us.”

	Jessica shook her head. “Hate to disappoint you, but I’m not a joiner. Not anymore, anyway.” In a gesture of deliberate dismissiveness, she refocused her attention on the game board. “Now fuck off out of here. I’m busy.”

	She moved a game piece.

	Spider sucked in an alarmed breath. She was terrified of the Nazi bitches. Jessica could feel the fear rolling off her in waves. It would have been palpable even without her quickened breathing.

	“You will look at me,” the blonde said, coming into the cell. The other gang members crowded in with her. “Do as you’re told or else.”

	Jessica sighed, still looking at the game board. In truth, she’d lost track of whose turn it was or who was even winning. Not that it mattered anymore. “You don’t know me, so I can’t really blame you for not knowing this yet, but I don’t respond well to threats.”

	The blonde came closer, knocked over the little table. She kicked it aside and stepped into the space between Jessica and her trembling cellmate. “Look at me.”

	Jessica leaned slowly back in her chair and turned her gaze upward. “Congratulations. You have my attention. You may have cause to regret that.”

	The blonde sneered and whipped a hand across Jessica’s face, snapping her head to the side. “You don’t scare me. You don’t scare any of us. Everyone else on D-Block, yes, but not us. Would you like to know why?”

	Jessica turned her head back around and rubbed at her jaw, wincing at the sting. The bitch hit harder than she’d expected. “Okay, I’ll bite. Why?”

	The blonde’s expression turned smug. “Because we are the same as you. We are superior white women and devoted members of the National Socialist party.”

	“Are you fucking shitting me?”

	The blonde slapped her again. “You are a true Aryan. Blonde hair, blue eyes, superior genes. You belong with us. You will be with us. That’s how it is, whether you like it or not.”

	Jessica again touched her sore jaw. “That’s not going to happen. And your whole Nazi shtick is stupid. You know that, right?”

	The blonde raised her hand to deliver another blow, but as she brought it around, Jessica seized her by the wrist, stopping her cold. The blonde went from seething anger to a state of surging panic as she felt the incredible pressure Jessica was exerting on her wrist.

	“Let go of me!”

	The other gang members started to crowd in closer, some of them yelling threats, others brandishing shanks. Maintaining her grip on the blonde’s wrist, Jessica stood up and kicked aside her chair as she twisted the woman’s arm behind her back, making her yelp.

	“All you scuzzy bitches better back out of here before I break this twat’s arm off and stuff it down her fucking throat.”

	She gave the blonde’s wrist a harder twist.

	The blonde cried out in pain. Her friends glanced nervously at one another until their leader recovered enough of her voice to yell at them: “Do it! Get out! Get the fuck out!”

	There was a significant amount of grumbling, but the other women soon complied with the blonde’s order. Letting go of her, Jessica picked up her chair, set it down, and again seated herself in it. She looked at the scattered game pieces and shook her head as she said, “I guess we’ll have to start a new game.”

	The blonde retreated a few steps, but she remained in the cell. She stood there with her back to her cohorts, glaring at Jessica as she rubbed her wrist. “Believe it or not, bitch, I give you props for that shit. Nobody else stands up to us. You’re no pushover. I like that. You’ll fit in real well with the Frauenschaft.”

	Jessica looked at her, disbelief etched in the twist of her features. “How dense are you? I won’t be joining your weird little social club.”

	The blonde grunted. “You’re wrong. You will be with us. It is destined, just like the resurrection of the true Reich.”

	Jessica shrugged. “Whatever. Could you please go now?”

	The blonde didn’t move. “Like I said, it is destined. I’m not even worried. But maybe we should teach you a lesson in respect before we go. A little reminder of how serious we are.”

	“You don’t scare me, goldilocks. Haven’t you gotten that point yet?”

	The blonde smiled. “I have, actually. And my name is Lina, by the way. Not goldilocks. Just so you know. Anyway, yeah, okay, you’re not worried about your own safety.” There was a pointed pause here as the woman shifted her gaze to Spider and allowed it to linger there a moment before she again focused on Jessica. “But your friend is another story. She looks scared shitless.”

	Spider looked at Jessica, her eyes wider than ever with terror. She was shaking so hard she looked like she was about to fall out of her chair.

	“That she does,” Jessica said, nodding.

	Lina smirked. “Well, we may have to hurt her before we go. Teach you a lesson that way.”

	Jessica stared into Spider’s pleading eyes for a moment, seeing the desperate hope for reassurance there. And why not? Jessica was her new protector, the buffer separating her from the myriad threats of prison life.

	Jessica sighed, glancing at Lina. “Excuse me a moment.”

	She lunged forward and seized Spider by the front of her uniform top. The little woman’s squeal of alarm as Jessica yanked her up out of her chair and dragged her toward the open cell door was like a dagger through her heart, but only for one fleeting moment. She had learned to squash out those little flickers of conscience years ago.

	Shoving the Nazi bitches aside as she came out onto the landing, Jessica lifted the wailing and flailing woman up and tossed her over the railing. She’d turned away from the railing and was headed back into her cell even before she heard the body hit the floor below. The shouts of alarm from down there and ensuing commotion barely registered.

	Back in her cell, she got up in Lina’s face and said, “There is nothing you can hold over me. Get out now or you’re next over the fucking rail.”

	The gang’s leader looked shocked. To her credit, though, she recovered quickly and backed slowly out of the cell rather than hurrying.

	She laughed softly. “This isn’t over. You know that, right?”

	Jessica shrugged. “I guess I do. Now go away.”

	Lina laughed again. “Be seeing you.”

	Once they were finally gone, Jessica let out a heavy breath and stared at the floor. She was still staring at it several minutes later when she sensed the presence of someone else outside the cell door. Half-expecting to see guards who’d come to drag her back to solitary, she turned her head and instead saw Lucy Thorne.

	The tall, busty redhead stared at her impassively as she said, “The boss sent me, thought you might be open to talking now. I figure you’re gonna say no, but I had to ask.”

	Jessica thought about it a moment before saying, “You know what? I think I would like to talk to Alice now. Where does she want to meet?”

	“In her cell, after lights out. I’ll take you there when the time comes.”

	Jessica frowned. “After lights out? Aren’t we supposed to be in our cells for the night at that point?”

	A hint of amusement tinged Lucy’s otherwise stony features. “A few of us here enjoy special privileges. And now so do you. For tonight, anyway.”

	The redhead came into the cell and seated herself in the chair formerly occupied by Spider. She crossed her long legs and leaned back in the chair, folding her hands in her lap. Her fingernails were painted black. That interested Jessica. She hadn’t seen many painted nails in her first week at Prison 13. Nor, for that matter, had she noted much use of cosmetics of any kind. Lucy’s lips were coated in a blood-red shade of lipstick. More evidence of those special privileges, Jessica supposed.

	This intrigued her, but at the moment she was more interested in something else. “Why in fuck are you still here?”

	“Alice told me to stay with you and make sure those Nazi cunts don’t fuck with you again.”

	“Not necessary. I can take care of myself.”

	“I believe you,” Lucy said, shrugging. “I’m just doing what I was told. I guess you could make me leave, but I wish you wouldn’t.”

	Jessica stared at the scattered game pieces on the floor a long moment, thinking about it.

	Then she looked at the redhead and said, “Want to play a game?”
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	As she had so often over the last few days, Livia Collins was again brooding over her humiliation at the hands of the Frauenschaft. These dark, frustrating thoughts were interrupted when the new patient was brought in around lunchtime.

	Two guards pushing a gurney banged in through the infirmary’s swinging doors. Strapped to the gurney was an inmate she recognized, a strange little thing known to the other inmates as “Spider”, real name Lenore. She’d suffered a broken leg and a broken arm in a fall from the second floor landing in D-Block.

	One of the breaks, the left tibia just below the knee, was a compound fracture. Upon seeing the shard of bone sticking out through the skin, Livia’s first instinct was to stick something sharp in there and start twisting it around. Doing this would send shockwaves of agony ripping through the already traumatized woman’s body. She would scream and beg her to stop.

	However, while Livia had no doubt these things would be as gratifying as they normally were, something—some strange tingle of vague intuition—made her decide not to torture the woman. At least not yet. She would leave the option open for later, but for now she chose to do something unusual. In this case, that meant providing the kind of treatment anyone with similar injuries would receive upon reporting to an ER in the outside world.

	After sending the guards away, Livia administered anesthetic, set the compound fracture as best she could, and closed the wound. Next she encased the lower leg in a splint and went to work on the woman’s broken arm. Not being a compound fracture, it was easier to set and stabilize. Once these things were taken care of, she wheeled in an IV pole, hanging clear bags of fluid, morphine, and a strong antibiotic from the curled hooks at the top.

	When she was finished doing all she could do for Spider, she stood at the woman’s bedside and stared at her unconscious form. It was a strange thing to have administered proper medical care to an inmate. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it, other than puzzled that she’d done it at all. It’d been something in that strange twinge of intuition earlier, the odd sense that saving this woman might benefit her in ways that would become clear later.

	On the surface, this notion was ridiculous. Livia Collins did not believe in things like precognition or anything else supernatural. Belief in such things was irrational. She trusted in science foremost and not at all in superstition.

	Furthermore, belief in supernatural things would mean allowing for at least the remote possibility of life after death. And that, by extension, meant allowing for the possibility of a God or higher power, as well as that of a hell and the devil. For someone like Livia, who’d devoted her life to torture and murder, the idea of a fiery realm where the souls of evil men and women were consigned for an eternity of unending torment was a terrifying thing.

	So she simply couldn’t believe in such things, not without completely losing her mind.

	And yet…

	The phone in her hip pocket buzzed, making her gasp in surprise. She rarely used it, as it was a primitive flip-phone from the early part of the century. It had no internet access and calls could not be made to anyone outside Prison 13. Most staff members had similar phones, all of them for internal communication purposes only. The only person who called her with any degree of regularity was Dr. Woronov.

	Livia took the phone from her pocket and flipped it open, eyes widening at the single word on the little LED screen: WARDEN.

	Gripping the phone tight and swallowing hard, she put it to her ear and said, “Livia Collins.”

	“I am speaking to nurse Livia Collins, correct?”

	The voice coming from the other end was female. While the woman’s faint accent was difficult to place, there was something in the way she enunciated her words that was vaguely suggestive of an aristocratic background. An educated haughtiness.

	Livia was trembling. She gripped the phone even tighter to keep it from slipping from her sweaty palm. The warden had never called her before, nor had she ever directly interacted with Livia in person. Her imagination kicked into overdrive, conjuring up all sorts of dire possibilities behind this development.

	“Hello?”

	Livia cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. Um, yes, this is Livia. How may I, uh…help you?”

	“It’s my understanding that an inmate named Lenore Flanagan, aka Spider, has been admitted to the infirmary and is now under you care.” The warden spoke quickly, ignoring Livia’s hesitant, nervous tone. “Correct?”

	Livia coughed. “Uh…right. I mean, correct.”

	“You have a reputation as a brutal torturer of inmates. Would you say that’s a fair assessment?”

	Livia palmed sweat from her forehead. “Um…”

	The warden grunted. “No need to be nervous, dear. You are merely doing the job we asked of you and I commend you for your work ethic.”

	Livia let out a shuddery breath.

	“Um, okay. Thank you, warden.”

	“No need to thank me, young lady. I am simply stating a fact. You are good at your job. You are appreciated. But that’s neither here nor there. The real purpose of my call today is to request that you not harm Lenore Flanagan in any way. She is important.”

	Livia grunted. “Huh.”

	Well, fuck me, she thought. Maybe that really was an episode of genuine precognition. Goddamn.

	“Excuse me?”

	There was a sharper edge to the warden’s tone now. A dangerous one.

	Livia cleared her throat again. “Sorry. Actually, I’ve done nothing to harm Spider. In fact, I’ve treated her wounds. She’s under anesthesia but stable now.”

	A contemplative pause from the other end

	And then: “How often do you administer proper medical treatment to inmates?”

	“Before today? Rarely. Only once in recent history, in fact. A woman who’d had flesh-dissolving acid splashed in her face was brought to me. The vice-warden asked me to save her sight if I could. I tried.”

	“I take it the effort was unsuccessful.”

	Livia couldn’t stop fidgeting and wished she hadn’t quit smoking. A cigarette would calm her nerves nicely right about now. “It was a mixed result. She lost one eye entirely. She has some degree of vision remaining in the other eye. It’s blurry, though, as if she had a cataract.”

	“I see. And what possessed you to take such unusual steps with Lenore today?”

	Livia hesitated briefly before saying, “Just a feeling I had. It…felt right. Like it was what I should do. I don’t know why.”

	“Hmm.” A tapping came from the other end. It took Livia a moment to guess this was the warden drumming her fingertips on some surface. A desk, perhaps. “Interesting. Very interesting. You know something, Livia? I have a feeling of my own. A feeling about you.”

	Livia’s heart hammered in her chest. She leaned against the railing of Spider’s bed to keep from falling over. “Oh?”

	The warden chuckled. “I am quite impressed with you. I’d like to see you socially tonight. Do you have anything planned?”

	This time Livia did drop the phone. She let out a squeak of dismay and scooped it up again, putting it to her ear. “Sorry about that. Um…no, I have nothing planned. What did you have in mind?”

	“Dinner and entertainment at Berlin 666. I’ll send someone around to pick you up at ten tonight. Wear something provocative.”

	The line went dead.

	Livia took the phone away from her ear and stared at it a long moment.

	Then she thought, Holy fuck, do I have an actual date with the warden? What in the actual fuck is going on here?

	Once the initial shock of it wore off, the gloating commenced. The warden was interested in her on something other than a professional level. She’d asked Livia to wear something “provocative”. Though their interactions had been minimal to this point, the warden knew what she looked like. This could only mean the woman was attracted to her. The more she thought about it, the more certain she was that there was a strong chance she’d wind up in the warden’s bed tonight.

	It was fucking surreal.

	She started pacing about the infirmary as she thought about it. Opportunities like this didn’t come along every day. She had to make the most of it. Though she rarely wore them, there were several very sexy dresses in her wardrobe. She would select the slinkiest and sexiest of them all and do everything in her power to completely wow the warden. And if it came to it, she meant to be the best lay the woman had ever had.

	As the rest of that seemingly endless afternoon wore on, Livia worked herself into a state of near delirium over the possibilities, imagining a new life as the warden’s lover. If that happened, she meant to lord her newly elevated social position over Dr. Woronov, make that two-timing bitch regret ever cheating on her or treating her like an inferior.

	She had an even bigger score to settle, though.

	The fucking Frauenschaft.

	Livia wasn’t able to start calming down until she was brought yet another patient late in the afternoon. This one was an elderly black woman from C-Block. The woman had collapsed on her way to the dining hall, where the line had just started forming for dinner. Based on her symptoms, Livia suspected simple exhaustion. She was too alert for anything like a stroke or heart attack.

	Not that Livia gave a shit.

	Once the woman was shackled to a bed, she got to work on her. The first thing she did was to conduct one of the “experiments” she’d devised for Holly prior to the intervention of the Frauenschaft.

	Working quickly—and with the expected neat, surgical precision—she sliced off one of the woman’s eyelids. Then she cut a slit in the eyeball. Into the slit went the stem of a small plastic funnel pilfered from the janitorial supply closet. The woman screamed a lot and bucked against her bonds, apparently having discovered new reserves of strength.

	Livia grinned.

	And poured bleach into the funnel.
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	At lockdown time, Jessica heard numerous cell doors clang shut automatically, yet the door to her cell remained open. Someone had disabled the auto-lock. This was interesting. Jessica took it as additional evidence of the special privileges enjoyed by those associated with Alice Kincaid.

	As cell lights went out throughout the block, Jessica sat in a chair in the middle of her cell and stared out at the empty second floor landing, waiting to see what would happen. The light in her cell went out same as all the others, but she could see well enough thanks to the dimmed overhead lighting above the main floor.

	Within a few minutes, she heard a slow clicking of heels moving down the landing. This would be the guards doing the nightly bed-check, making sure all the inmates were where they should be. The ones without special privileges, anyway. She’d hear a few footsteps at a time followed by a pause, then a few more footsteps and another pause, and so on.

	Soon, though, she heard another set of footsteps, dimmer at first than the others, then growing louder as whoever it was moved purposefully along the second floor landing without pausing. This should be the guard escort Lucy Thorne had mentioned earlier.

	Jessica glanced over at the bottom bunk, where Lucy was stretched out and dozing. The woman’s plump, blood-red lips were slightly parted and a light snore was just audible. She stared at the woman and wondered whether she ought to kill her before the guard arrived. It would be a bold and possibly dangerous move. This Alice Kincaid person was a mover and shaker within the inmate population. She had guards who would do things for her. These factors and more meant Alice was a potentially very valuable ally.

	Joining up with Alice and her gang would lead to all sorts of opportunities that might otherwise remain unavailable to her for a long time, including access to possible escape routes. Getting rid of Lucy would free up a spot near the top of Alice’s organization. It’d be a ruthless mob-like way of eliminating competition. This might impress Alice, who seemed like a very cutthroat kind of broad. But it could also go the exact opposite way. Alice might get pissed off enough to have her killed.

	In the end, the uncertainty stayed her hand. She shifted her gaze back to the open cell door as the footsteps came closer. In a few more seconds, the guard came into view and stopped outside the cell.

	Apparently sensing the man’s presence, Lucy snorted in her sleep and came awake with a groan. She sat up on the bottom bunk and rubbed at her eyes. After taking her fists away from her eyes, she squinted at the guard’s dark form and said, “Oh, hey, Sam.”

	“Hello, Lucy.”

	Lucy swung her legs over the side of the bunk and stood up, groaning again as she stretched. Her denim cutoffs were unsnapped and the zipper was down. She’d been masturbating earlier while stretched out on the bunk. Jessica had ignored this, figuring it was a deliberately provocative act. The woman did it to test her. After getting herself off, she’d slipped into sleep, for which Jessica had been grateful.

	Now she looked at Jessica and said, “Get your ass up. Time to go see the boss.”

	Not seeing any point in hesitation or second thoughts, Jessica rose from the chair and approached the open cell door, pausing there because the guard was blocking the way. Lucy was right behind her. She cupped a hand against one of Jessica’s buttocks and squeezed.

	“Mmm.” The woman mashed her large breasts against Jessica’s back, put her hands on her waist. “If Alice doesn’t want you, I might claim you for myself. What do you think about that?”

	Jessica let out a breath. “I don’t belong to anybody. Especially not you.”

	Lucy’s hands tightened at her waist, fingers digging in hard. “Oh, yeah? We’ll see about that.”

	The guard chuckled. “Let’s get going you two. We shouldn’t keep Alice waiting.”

	He turned away from them and moved on down the landing. Lucy gave Jessica a push in the back that wasn’t exactly friendly. It made her stumble forward a step or two. Ordinarily, this would trigger an immediate and violent response, but she reined in the instinct. She still needed a fuller sense of this gang’s inner dynamics before doing anything drastic.

	She followed the guard and Lucy stayed right behind her. As she continued along the landing, she cast occasional glances into the cells of other inmates. In some, prisoners were already asleep in their bunks. Low moans issued from other cells, the women inside them either masturbating or pleasuring each other. A loud smacking sound came from another cell. As Jessica passed that one, she glanced that way and saw a big woman savagely beating a much smaller one. It made her think of what she’d done to Spider. She didn’t feel good about that, but it’d been the right move. A power move. She’d do it again in a heartbeat.

	At the end of the landing, they climbed a set of steps to the next floor up and a short while later arrived outside a cell with a sheet drawn across the front of it. The guard rapped a baton against one of the bars and said in a low voice, “We’re here.”

	A light was on inside the cell and Jessica could make out the shadowy forms of furniture. Then another form became visible as someone rose from a prone position and began moving about in there. In another moment, the sheet was drawn back and then Alice was there. She smiled as she slid open the unlocked cell door and beckoned Jessica inside with a bent finger.

	Jessica stepped into the cell.

	Lucy made to follow, but Alice blocked her entry. “Sorry, doll. I need to have this meeting in private. You understand.”

	The look on Lucy’s face said otherwise. More than that, she was upset about it. Seeing this made Jessica smirk. But Lucy forced a strained smile and said, “Sure, boss. When should I come back?”

	“In the morning.” Alice glanced at the guard. “Same for you, Sam. We won’t be needing your escort services again tonight.”

	Sam frowned. “But…I thought…”

	“Never mind what you thought. Go away.”

	Alice closed the cell door and pulled the privacy sheet back into place. A muffled bit of conversation was audible from the landing for a moment. Though she couldn’t make out the words, Jessica detected a distinct note of discontent. Someone wasn’t happy at being shut out tonight. This pleased Jessica.

	Taking Jessica by the hand, Alice led her over to the back of the cell, indicating for her to sit on a futon. Jessica obliged, watching as Alice moved away from her and opened a mini-fridge. She took out a bottle of wine and set it on a table. From a cabinet, she took down two wine glasses. After uncorking the bottle, she poured a generous amount into each.

	She then joined Jessica on the futon, offering her a glass as she sat down. “I hope you prefer red. It’s all I have.”

	Jessica smiled as she accepted the glass. “My preference is anything with alcohol in it. I’m not picky.” She sipped from the glass, savoring the taste. It was better than she’d expected. “Mmm. Nice.”

	Alice put a hand on Jessica’s knee. “I’m glad you like it. I had to suck a lot of guard cock to get something decent smuggled in.”

	Jessica grunted. “So these special privileges you enjoy come at a cost.”

	Alice squeezed her knee. “Of course they do, but in this case it’s worth it. That guard who brought you here tonight? Sam? He could take any woman here by force if he wanted, including me, but I’m smart, see. I’ve made it more interesting for him by fucking him better than anyone else ever has or ever could. As a result, I’ve got the boy wrapped around my little finger. He loves me. And he’d do practically anything for me, including smuggling in just about any kind of contraband you could name. One day he might even be my ticket out of here, if I work him just right. What do you think about that?”

	Jessica thought it was exactly what she’d been hoping to hear. However, she kept her expression neutral as she sipped more wine and took a look around the cell. The mini-fridge and futon were far from the only luxury items not available to other inmates.

	A boxy old-style TV sat atop another small table. Beneath it was a VCR. Next to the table was a rack of VHS tapes. A large shag rug covered much of the concrete floor. The cinderblock walls were mostly obscured by velvet sheets. Elsewhere a large—and quite old—steamer trunk containing who-knew-what sat against a wall. Another small table was devoted to ancient stereo components and a tall bookcase was overflowing with battered old paperbacks.

	Jessica downed the rest of her wine and tossed the glass aside. It landed with a quiet thump on the shag carpet. “Here’s what I think about that.”

	She grabbed Alice and kissed her on the mouth. Alice reacted with a startled gasp as her own wine glass slipped from her fingers and broke on the floor, missing the shag rug by inches. But in a moment she opened her mouth and allowed Jessica’s tongue inside. She moaned as one of Jessica’s hands went up under her shirt to grope a breast.

	Jessica broke the kiss long enough to say, “You like that?”

	She squeezed Alice’s breast again.

	Alice whimpered. “God, yes. Oh, God. I’ve wanted you since I set eyes on you.”

	Jessica smiled. “I know.”

	She pushed Alice down on the futon and stood up to quickly strip off her uniform.

	Alice propped herself up on her elbows and said, “That’s the last time you’ll ever have to wear that stupid thing.”

	“Good. Now take that fucking shirt off.”

	Alice quickly obliged, peeling off the cropped white T-shirt to reveal the very large and beautiful breasts beneath. Jessica climbed atop her, pushing her down again and writhing against her. She cupped one of Alice’s breasts very firmly in her hand and teased the nipple with the tip of her tongue. This made Alice gasp and wriggle beneath her.

	“Oh, God. Oh, please.”

	Jessica flicked her tongue harder against the stiffening nipple before drawing it into her mouth.

	“Oh, God!” Alice arched her back and seized a handful of Jessica’s hair, wrenching it hard. “Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck.”

	Jessica slipped some fingers inside Alice’s vagina, which was extremely wet. The woman let out a very loud moan and pulled at Jessica’s hair again. Jessica flexed the fingers inside Alice and worked her clit with the ball of her thumb. More very loud moans ensued.

	Alice yanked hard on the hair wound tightly in her fist, pulling Jessica’s face away from her breast. “Go down on me, bitch.”

	Jessica smiled. “Whatever you want. Boss.” She glanced at the TV and the rack of VHS tapes next to it. “Any porn in that selection?”

	“Of course.”

	Jessica flexed the fingers inside Alice again, making the woman gasp and shiver. “Any of it all-girl?”

	Alice released a shuddery breath. Her eyes looked glazed as she continued to writhe on the bed. She rolled her head side to side and stared blearily at the ceiling. The woman was incredibly turned on, which of course was the goal.

	Jessica was pleased. She had little genuine sexual interest in women, but fucking Alice was a critical part of her job interview tonight. She’d known it would be almost from the beginning. Despite not being lesbian, she didn’t mind too much. It was just flesh. Just sex. And she was willing to do whatever necessary to get what she wanted. At least Alice was attractive. It could have been a lot worse. The gang leader could have been a disgusting old hag like the warty woman at the food line in the dining hall.

	Alice rolled away from her and got up and staggered over to the rack of VHS tapes. She blinked blearily at it a moment before selecting one from near the bottom. After popping the tape in the VCR, she turned on the TV and came back over to the futon.

	She stared down at Jessica, eyes narrowed in an expression of smoldering desire. “Scoot backward. I’m gonna sit on your fucking face.”

	On the TV screen was a grainy image of two women on a massage table. They were doing the usual kind of all-girl porn things to each other. Judging from the hair styles, the tape dated from the very early 80s at the latest.

	After staring at the scene a moment longer, Jessica rolled onto her back and scooted backward.

	Even though it wasn’t quite over, she knew she’d passed the job interview.

	 


 

	 

	 

	20.

	 

	 

	The knock at her door came at precisely ten that evening. Livia Collins took a last look at herself in the full-length mirror before going to the door. She was wearing heels and a tiny, clingy black dress with spaghetti straps. It was backless to the waist with a plunging neckline and a hem that stopped far short of mid-thigh. As she turned this way and that to admire herself from every possible angle, she was certain the warden would find the outfit sufficiently provocative.

	Judging her attire and makeup perfect, she grabbed her handbag and went to the door. A man in a crisp black SS uniform was waiting in the hallway.

	Livia smiled. “Sorry. I was running a bit late.”

	The man nodded as she closed and locked the door to her room. “I know. It is seven past ten.”

	Livia frowned at the coldness in his tone. “I’m sorry I kept you waiting.”

	The man’s blank expression stayed the same. He didn’t say anything else. A golf cart was parked in the middle of the wide hallway. The hallways throughout staff housing were designed to accommodate transport via vehicles such as this one. The golf cart’s empty passenger seat faced the door to her room. Livia started toward it, but the man in the SS uniform gripped her by an elbow, stopping her cold.

	The grip was painfully tight.

	“What’s the meaning of this?” Livia injected a bit of imperiousness in her tone. After all, she was the warden’s date for the evening and therefore a person of importance. This man was not treating her with the proper respect. “Let go of me now. I’d hate to have to tell the warden about your rough handling of me.”

	There was a curious smugness in the man’s expression as he raised his other hand, displaying an object that mystified her. Oh, she knew what it was. She simply couldn’t fathom why this insolate man had it nor why he was showing it to her.

	Until he said, “You are to put this on.”

	“Says who?”

	The man’s grip on her elbow became a notch tighter. “The warden, of course.”

	Livia stared at the thing a moment longer, her confusion deepening. She suppressed an instinct to argue further with the man. It would accomplish nothing. This was one of the warden’s trusted underlings. The man had been sent to fetch her. He wouldn’t be telling her to wear the studded black dog collar if it wasn’t what the warden wanted. This was no prank.

	As unsettling as this development was, she had no choice but to acquiesce to the warden’s wishes.

	She shrugged, forcing a smile. “Of course. Whatever the warden wants.”

	Her escort smiled, too. “Of course.”

	He moved behind her and told her to lift up her hair. Livia did as she was told. The man then slipped the dog collar around her slender neck and fastened it at the back. The fit was snug, uncomfortably so. Livia resisted an urge to slip a finger beneath the leather strip and pull at it. While it was tighter than she would’ve liked, she could breathe easily enough.

	As she climbed into the golf cart and waited for the man in the SS uniform to settle in behind the wheel, she considered that there might be an alternate explanation behind what, on the surface, appeared to be an insult to her dignity. Maybe the warden was just interested in getting very kinky with her tonight. If so, Livia had no problem with that whatsoever.

	Her escort said nothing else as he put the golf cart in gear and sped away from Livia’s room. The cart’s electric engine made little noise as they zipped through the hallways and arrived at the part of the facility devoted to staff leisure activities in just a few minutes. On the way, they passed the Bloody Goat Tavern, the prison’s other after-hours drinking establishment.

	Berlin 666 was located at the end of a long hallway. The hallway’s walls were painted black. There was just one door, at the very end of the hallway. The door was also painted black. A red swastika adorned the door’s middle, with “Berlin 666” painted in red above it.

	The driver parked the golf cart a few feet short of the door and got out of the vehicle. Livia’s heart was beating faster as she eased herself out of the cart, watching as the man in the SS uniform approached the nightclub’s door. 

	He banged on it with the base of a fist. Some silent moments ticked by. The man stood facing the door, turned away from Livia. Though it went against her better judgement, she couldn’t help giving the collar a quick tug away from her neck.

	Another moment later, she heard the sound of a heavy lock being turned. Hinges creaked as the door swung outward. Another man in an immaculate SS uniform stepped out of the gloom and eyed them without expression. The man was big. Rotund, even. He was bald and wore a monocle, probably an affectation. Livia couldn’t remember ever seeing anyone wear one in real life. She kept this impression to herself.

	The big man cleared his throat. “Identification, please.”

	Her escort displayed his credentials, which were given just a cursory inspection by Mr. Monocle. Livia opened her handbag and took out her staff ID. This the big man stared at for a much longer time, his features twisted in a look of deep concentration.

	Despite her deep wish not to offend, Livia couldn’t help feeling annoyed. This guy was being a dick for the sheer sake of it. There was nothing amiss about her ID. It’d gotten her into this place numerous times, but for some unknown reason jerkface here was choosing to fuck with her tonight.

	As the fat man continued to inspect her ID, the driver cupped a hand around his mouth and bent close to whisper something in the man’s ear. The fat man chuckled. The chuckle soon gave way to a more robust burst of laughter.

	It was difficult not to become unnerved by what was happening. Livia wasn’t being treated like an important person at all. Quite the opposite, in fact. The urge to remind these tittering fools that she was the warden’s guest tonight was almost too strong to resist. Somehow, though, she managed to keep her mouth shut.

	At last, the driver stopped whispering in the man’s ear and stepped out of the way. He directed a final smirking glance at Livia before he got back behind the wheel of the golf cart and zipped away.

	The fat man handed her ID back and said, “Right this way, Miss Collins. The warden awaits you.”

	His tone and demeanor were now more in line with what Livia had expected. Respectful, even deferential. Livia felt flushed with relief as she stepped through the open door into the club’s gloom-laden interior. The fat man followed her into a little vestibule, pausing to close and lock the door.

	The walls of the vestibule were painted black, as were all the walls of Berlin 666. A few framed black-and-white photographs of various so-called “atrocities” adorned the walls. The muted lighting was courtesy of a single red bulb in an overhead fixture, its crimson glow conveying an appropriately decadent and sinister vibe.

	Another man sat in a chair just inside the vestibule. This man was dark-skinned and was nude save for a dirty loincloth. His arms were spread outward and attached to shackles on the wall. His feet were also secured with shackles. On a little table to the man’s left were several instruments of torture.

	Mr. Monocle smiled, noting Livia’s curiosity. “A new treat for visitors to Berlin 666. You may select one of the available instruments and have a go at him.”

	Now Livia smiled, the last of her unease slipping away. Here was a welcome reminder of her privileged status at Prison 13. She didn’t know who this man was or where he’d come from, but she did know he was neither an inmate nor some disgraced staff member. For one thing, this was exclusively a prison for women. Also, in keeping with its third Reich-inspired ideals, the prison was not in the habit of hiring minorities. No, this man had been procured solely for the entertainment of professional sadists such as herself.

	She picked up a hammer and tested its heft, liking the feel of it in her hand.

	“You may take one whack at him with the hammer,” Mr. Monocle told her. “Or you may make a one-time use of any of these other implements. Just be careful not to deliver a killing blow. Finishing the scum off is the warden’s privilege.”

	Livia nodded. “Understood.”

	One little whack wouldn’t be as much fun as pulverizing every bone in the man’s body, but she was okay with this little taste of torture. She’d thought she wouldn’t get to indulge again until she returned to the infirmary the next day.

	The man’s bare flesh was oozing blood from countless cuts. His nose was a pulped mess. Many of his teeth were missing and the ones that remained were jagged fragments jutting from bloody gums.

	Livia glanced at Mr. Monocle. “Why the loincloth? Are you protecting this thing’s modesty?”

	Mr. Monocle smiled. “Of course not. You may remove it if you wish.”

	Livia did wish.

	She tugged the loosely secured bit of soiled cloth away from the man’s body, her nose crinkling in disgust as she flicked it aside. Up to that point, the man had been eyeing her in an angry, defiant way, but he started whimpering as Livia raised the hammer above her head.

	“No,” he said, voice quavering. “Please…please…”

	Livia laughed.

	She brought the hammer down as hard as she could. The head of the hammer smashed down on a testicle, which exploded from the force of the blow. Livia squealed in delight, clapping her hands together as she passed the hammer back to Mr. Monocle.

	“Oh, that was wonderful!”

	The man in the chair screamed.

	Mr. Monocle smiled. “Your enthusiasm is infectious, Miss Collins.” He offered her the hammer again. “Go ahead, give him one more whack. On the house.”

	Livia shook her head and reached for another of the implements on the little table. “May I use this?” she asked, glancing at the fat man. “I like variety when it comes to this kind of thing.”

	Mr. Monocle smiled and nodded. “Be my guest.”

	Livia picked up the corkscrew and plunged the sharp tip into the man’s other testicle. He bucked against his bonds and screamed even louder than before as she worked to screw the spiral of twisty metal all the way through the spongy tissue. When she was done, her hands were covered with blood.

	Mr. Monocle handed her a wet towel. Livia cleaned herself off and dumped the bloody towel in a disposal bucket in a corner of the vestibule. She then followed the man out of the vestibule and deeper into the club’s smoky, dark interior.

	Pulsing electro-goth music emanated from the club’s sound system at a moderate volume, allowing for ease of conversation. The current song’s lyrics were German, the vocals breathy and sultry. Livia knew from her previous visits that the volume would sometimes be turned up considerably when appropriate, such as during live torture or sex performances.

	They first passed through the bar area. The only direct illumination here was back-lighting from behind the bar. Leaning against the bar was a stunning blonde woman. Tall and busty, she had possibly the longest, shapeliest legs Livia had ever seen. She wore a tight black blazer, a tiny black skirt, and fishnet stockings. An SS hat with a shiny brim sat atop her head. In her high heels, she looked like the Nazi version of an Amazonian goddess. Her lips were the color of fresh blood. Pinched between two fingers of her right hand was a cigarette in a plastic holder. Its tip glowed red as she put the holder to her mouth and inhaled deeply.

	This was Helga Von Trammpe. Livia had always found her attractive, but now the woman struck her as particularly drool-worthy. She was the living embodiment of everything wicked and delightful. In that moment, Livia was sure she’d sell her soul for just one night of sin with this gorgeous Aryan goddess.

	Apparently sensing the scrutiny, Helga’s head turned in Livia’s direction. She took the cigarette holder from her mouth and smiled almost imperceptibly, the corners of her mouth lifting minutely for perhaps a full second before again becoming a flat, inscrutable line. Even this fleeting bit of attention from a woman as incredible as Helga was enough to render Livia temporarily weak in the knees. She just managed to avoid taking a tumble as she followed Mr. Monocle out of the bar area and out onto the main floor.

	The walls here were also decorated with framed black-and-white images of death and destruction. Among them were scenes from concentration camps and battlefields from various conflicts down through the decades. Others were crime scene photos of murder victims. Still others captured the gruesome aftermath of horrendous accidents.

	The lighting here was brighter than in either the vestibule or the bar area, though not by a lot. Shadowy booths lined the back and side walls, facing an empty stage. These were all things Livia was familiar with from earlier visits, but there was one notable difference this time. The tables and chairs that normally occupied much of the main floor had been removed. In their place, a large, heavy-looking canvas shroud was draped over a structure of significant size in the middle of the floor. Livia glanced upward, noting that the shroud was attached via ropes to pulleys overhead.

	Her curiosity was piqued. She assumed tonight’s entertainment had something to do with whatever was beneath the shroud. What that might be, she had no idea, but she was looking forward to the reveal. It was guaranteed to be something appropriately decadent.

	The fat man led her to one of the booths against the back wall. Her excitement level, resurgent after the disrespect she’d been subjected to earlier, took another nosedive. The booth was a wide semi-circle. In its center was a small table, allowing ample room for all occupants to move about. Seated at the back of the booth were two women, one of whom was Ms. Wickman.

	The other was Dr. Woronov.

	They were seated next to each other. The doctor sat with her legs tucked beneath her. Her discarded shoes were on the floor. She had an arm draped around the warden’s shoulders. Clutched in her other hand was an almost empty cocktail glass. Like Livia, she wore a very small black dress. A “provocative” dress, one might say.

	Seeing the doctor cozied up with the warden triggered a surge of explosive rage. Livia couldn’t understand it. This was supposed to have been her special night with the warden. What was this two-timing cunt doing here?

	The fat man cleared his throat. “Your other guest has arrived, warden.”

	Ms. Wickman smiled as she looked at Livia. “Very good, Mr. Hoffmann. You may go now.”

	Hoffmann saluted. “Heil, Hitler!”

	Ms. Wickman nodded and waved a hand at him in a dismissive gesture. “Yes, yes.”

	The fat man left them. Just as Livia was trying to decide whether to sit or wait for an invitation, she sensed a new presence behind her. She started to turn, but a strong hand reached around and grasped her by the throat. A breathy female voice spoke in her ear. “Stay still.”

	Livia wanted to twist out of the forceful, threatening embrace, but the warden’s smiling, expectant expression told her this would be a mistake. Whatever was happening here was being done at her direction. Resistance would be stupid. 

	Another crushing wave of disappointment came down on her. She had been tricked into believing tonight would be all about rewarding her for exceptional service, but it was evident something else altogether was happening. The only thing keeping her sane in these moments was the firm knowledge that she’d done nothing wrong.

	She heard a click as something was slipped through the hook at the back of the leather dog collar. Next the hand came away from her throat and she felt a tug at the collar. She gagged and turned her head, saw Helga Von Trammpe. The cigarette holder was still pinched between the fingers of her right hand. In her left hand, however, was something very different—the looped end of a leash.

	Helga approached the warden, offering her the leash. “Should I send for more drinks, madam? You look to be running low.”

	The warden accepted the leash handle and nodded. “Yes, that would be nice, Helga. And bring a bottle this time. Thank you.”

	Helga saluted and was gone.

	The warden smiled and tugged at the leash. “Sit, dog.”

	Livia wanted to cry. This was even worse than she had expected. The disrespect of the underlings earlier made sense now. They’d known what was about to be done to her. What made it worse was the knowledge that her descent into humiliation was just starting. She was afraid to imagine how much worse it might get.

	Dr. Woronov laughed. “Yes, dog. Sit.”

	Ms. Wickman chuckled. “You heard her, dog. Sit down or you’ll be spanked.”

	Trying not to cry or otherwise outwardly show disappointment at this treatment, Livia set her handbag on the little table and began to take a seat on the semi-circular booth bench.

	But the warden gave the leash a hard yank. “No, dog. On the floor at my feet. That’s where you belong.”

	This time Livia’s eyes did well with moisture as she yielded to this command. She lowered herself to the floor, going to her knees at the warden’s feet. The warden gave the leash another hard yank and pulled Livia closer. “Rest your head against my leg, dog.”

	Livia did as ordered. She sniffled as she felt the warden’s hand at the top of her head. The woman was petting her like a dog. “That’s a good dog,” Ms. Wickman told her. “Maybe if you stay good, we’ll let you have a treat later.”

	Do. Woronov giggled. “But only if you beg for it. Right, warden?”

	The warden chuckled. “Oh, the dog will do some begging before the night is finished. Of that I can assure you.”

	Some tears trickled down Livia’s face over those next few minutes, but they soon dried up. Tears were useless. She was trapped. Helpless. All she could do was kneel right here and take it as long as necessary.
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	The taste of pussy in her mouth lingered long after Alice Kincaid had gotten her fill of squatting on Jessica’s face. Apparently pleased by Jessica’s oral ministrations, Alice was eager to return the favor. After groping and suckling on her breasts for a few moments, the woman went down on her. This wasn’t something Jessica desired, but she went along with it, knowing it was important to seem to enjoy it.

	To that end, she stared at the ceiling and fantasized about things that actually did turn her on. This was accomplished easily enough and soon she was moaning and squirming on the futon. The whole time, though, she kept being aware of the unaccustomed taste of vaginal secretion. Her face was wet with it, too. She wanted to wipe it away, but Alice was watching her and she didn’t want the woman thinking she found anything about her distasteful.

	After what seemed like an appropriate amount of time, she started making louder noises, orgasmic noises, arching her back and gasping as she writhed in the throes of apparent ecstasy on the futon. She also did this for what she judged an appropriate amount of time. At last, she let out a deep, contented sigh and said, “Oh, shit. Baby, that was fucking amazing.”

	Alice took her face away from Jessica’s vagina and smiled as she said, “Had enough?”

	Jessica lifted her head up to look at her. “I don’t think I could take anymore. Not right now, anyway. You make me too crazy.”

	Alice laughed and crawled up on the futon, curling up with her. “You know what’s really crazy?” she said, touching Jessica’s face and lightly caressing her cheek. “I can have practically any girl I want in this place. Really hot bitches, some of them. Lucy, for instance. Until you showed up, I was pretty satisfied with her and the others. But I think you’re already my new favorite. My top girl.” She paused to kiss Jessica lightly on the mouth. “What do you think about that, baby?”

	Jessica draped a leg over the other woman’s midsection. “I don’t think it’s crazy at all. I’m much hotter than Lucy, for fuck’s sake. She’s nothing special.”

	Alice laughed. “Not exactly modest, are you?”

	“Never have been. Don’t see any reason to start now.”

	Alice laughed again. “Oh, I like you. We’re gonna get along just fine. So tell me, what do you not like about my number two?”

	Jessica rolled her eyes. “Jesus, I hardly know where to start. She’s pretty fucking presumptuous, for one thing. On the way over here, she said something about claiming me for herself once you were done with me.”

	Alice’s big smile first froze and then slowly faded. “Yes, presumptuous is one way to describe that. The bitch was out of line. That’s another way.”

	Jessica decided it was time for a big gamble. “It almost got her ass dead.”

	Alice peered intently into Jessica’s eyes for a long moment, searching them for something. The woman was thinking, weighing and gauging her.

	Then she said, “Is that so?”

	It was hard to know what was going on in Alice’s head, whether she approved or disapproved, but Jessica couldn’t take back what she’d said. She also knew that doing so wouldn’t be a good idea. Retreating would make her look weak. “Yeah, it is.”

	Alice grunted. “So why didn’t you do it?”

	Jessica was grateful for the question. Here was a case of the honest answer being the best possible one. “Because I didn’t know how you’d take it. I’m interested in what you’ve got going on in this place and want to be a part of it. I didn’t want to overstep my bounds.”

	Alice’s smile returned, though it was more restrained this time. “Smart girl. Being smart is part of how you survive here. But so is knowing when not to take some other bitch’s shit. You showed everyone what you were made of your first night here by killing that cunt Laura Grier. So if you had killed Lucy tonight, what would you have done about Sam?”

	“Sam?”

	“The guard.”

	“Ah, right,” Jessica said, nodding.

	She hadn’t forgotten who Sam was, of course, but she was being cautious. The question presented a tricky conundrum, because Alice had already gone into great detail about how valuable the guard was to her. Yet the logical answer was unavoidable. Killing Lucy in the man’s presence would almost certainly have necessitated killing him, too.

	Time stretched out. Alice was waiting for an answer and Jessica didn’t have a good one. She was at least temporarily saved from having to come up with one when someone out on the landing rapped something hard against one of the cell bars. The abrupt noise intrusion made Jessica tense and caused Alice to flinch in her arms.

	The sound was followed by the clearing of a throat. “Alice? Are you busy?”

	Alice scowled as she disengaged herself from Jessica and sat up. “The fuck is it, Lucy?”

	“I’m sorry to interrupt, but there’s something important you need to know about. I don’t think it can wait.”

	Alice groaned. “Hold the fuck on a minute.”

	She grabbed a T-shirt from the floor and pulled it on as she got up and stalked angrily across the floor to the front of the cell, where she whisked aside the privacy curtain. “This better be pretty fucking good, bitch. The goddamn building better be about to burn to the ground or some shit like that.”

	Sam was out there on the landing with her. A baton was gripped in his right hand. Jessica guessed that was what had been rapped so loudly against the cell bars. He looked into the cell, eyeing Jessica warily as Alice raged at her subordinate.

	Spying an open bottle of wine on a nearby table, Jessica slid off the futon and walked over to it with purposeful slinkiness. She made no move to pull on her clothes. Letting this guard see how good her body was seemed like a good idea. The man was already in cahoots with a black market organization run by inmates. He was susceptible to manipulation by women, especially very attractive women like Alice Kincaid.

	Women like herself.

	She picked up the bottle and took a deep slug from it, holding the wine in her mouth a moment and swishing it around before swallowing. Some of the lingering taste of pussy went away with it. She took another big swallow as she kept an eye on the proceedings.

	“The fucking prison isn’t burning down,” Lucy said, the apologetic tone gone now, replaced by urgency. “But something just as big might be happening.”

	Alice snorted. “Might be? You intruded on me for something you don’t even goddamn know for goddamn sure about?”

	“I’m pretty sure about it.”

	Alice shook her head and sighed. “So spit it out. What’s so fucking important?”

	“We need to discuss it privately.”

	She shot a pointed glance in Jessica’s direction.

	“You can say whatever you have to fucking say in front of her. She’s one of us now.”

	Lucy looked taken aback by this pronouncement. “What? Already? She--”

	“Shut up and get in here, bitch. You, too, Sam.”

	Alice stepped aside and waved them into the cell. As Sam moved through the opening, she snatched the baton from him. He looked slightly peeved by this, but she glared at him and he continued into the cell. Alice swept the privacy curtain back into place and approached them.

	“Okay, assholes. What’s up?”

	Lucy and the guard exchanged a nervous glance. As Jessica sipped more wine, she sensed their faith in the information they were about to impart wasn’t absolute. It was, however, important enough that they were willing to risk incurring Alice’s wrath by sharing it immediately.

	“Everything might be about to change here. Like, completely,” Lucy said, that urgency still in her voice. “It has something to do with the Frauenschaft. There’s more to it, but that much we know pretty much for sure.”

	“The Frauenschaft? Really?’

	Lucy nodded. “Yes.”

	“And how did you come by this information?”

	“Ted came to Sam with it tonight. He’d heard something somehow and he was all nervous about it. Jumpy. Looking over his shoulder. Like that.”

	Alice shook her head. “Ted’s just a lowly guard. How would he know anything really important?”

	“I don’t know,” Lucy said, frowning. “He just did. And according to him, the change will affect some of the staff, too. The guards, mostly. He’s thinking they won’t be needed anymore once this change happens.”

	“And you believe him?’

	“I do,” Lucy said, a note of defiance entering her voice. “Especially with some of the shit that’s been happening lately with those Nazi bitches. How untouchable they’ve become.”

	Alice’s expression turned thoughtful for a moment. “Okay,” she said, more subdued now. “What’s this supposedly big thing that’s gonna change everything? And how are the Nazi cunts involved?”

	Lucy told her the rest of it. Alice’s expression went from skeptical to deeply worried as she listened. Beneath the worry, however, was a mix of fear and excitement, which closely mirrored what Jessica was feeling. If what she was hearing was accurate, there was a strong chance she could be out of this place much sooner than she’d imagined.

	Out of here or dead, one or the other.

	Her mind was so a-swirl with the possibilities of what it all might mean that she barely noticed as Alice Kincaid tossed the baton in her direction. Sharply-honed instinct saved her from being struck in the face as she snatched it out of midair. She glanced at it briefly before looking at Alice.

	“What am I supposed to do with this?”

	Alice smiled. “Isn’t it obvious?”

	She turned her head and looked at Lucy in a very deliberate, pointed way.

	However, she said nothing.

	Jessica took another sip from the wine bottle and set it down on the table.

	Lucy Thorne’s brow creased in confusion. “What’s going on? Alice?”

	Alice kept smiling and remained silent.

	Lucy didn’t see Jessica coming until it was too late. She was a blur of motion as she zipped across the floor and cracked the baton across Lucy’s face. The force of the blow broke her jaw and sent her tumbling to the floor. She landed hard on her side on the shag rug and rolled onto her back as Jessica fell upon her and raised the baton for another blow.

	Sam gasped in shock and looked like he wanted to intervene. He fidgeted and took a tentative step toward the women on the rug.

	Alice glared at him. “Stand back. Let it happen, Sam.”

	The guard had a stricken look on his face, but he made no further move to intervene.

	Lucy gazed blearily up at Jessica. “Puh…puh…”

	Jessica brought the baton down as hard as she could, smashing it across the center of the woman’s face. The blow shattered teeth and caused blood to come burbling from the corners of her mouth.

	“Yeah, bitch,” Alice said, sneering down at her former number two. “Have fun in hell. I’ve got a way better top girl now.”

	She laughed.

	Jessica didn’t give a shit about Lucy one way or the other. She thought this was probably a bit overly vindictive, especially in light of the information the woman had brought them, but she wasn’t the one running this show.

	Not yet, anyway.

	Alice laughed again. “Finish her, Jess.”

	“Whatever you say, boss.”

	She raised the baton again and brought it down several more times, cracking the woman’s skull open and making a thorough wreck of her face. Because she knew it would please Alice, she kept at it long after the woman beneath her was dead.
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	The warden and the doctor had ceased talking. Still kneeling on the floor at the warden’s feet, Livia flicked her eyes upward and saw that they were making out. The warden had her hand on the doctor’s throat and was squeezing hard as they kissed. She’d let go of the leash handle to do this. Livia was caught between relief at this and a ferocious jealousy of the doctor, who was receiving the favored treatment she’d believed would be hers.

	The make-out session was soon interrupted by the appearance of a waitress. This was a younger woman. She looked barely twenty. She was slim and fit and clad in a short black skirt and a tight white top. A red Nazi armband encircled her left bicep.

	“Hello, ladies. My name is Allison. Can I get you anything? Drinks or some food?”

	The warden stroked her chin, thinking about it. “Hmm. No food yet for us. Not yet, anyway. The expanded menu will be available following tonight’s performance, correct?”

	The perky Hitler Youth waitress nodded. “That’s right, ma’am. Would you like something to tide you over until then? An appetizer, perhaps?”

	Livia flinched when she felt the warden’s hand at the top of her head again.

	“Nothing for us, thank you, but perhaps some scraps for the dog.”

	The waitress glanced at Livia, smirking. “Yes, ma’am. And drinks?”

	“A bottle is on the way, but tonight is a special occasion. Bring us even more drinks. I’ll have a glass of your finest red. The doctor here will have the same.”

	“Anything to drink for the dog?”

	The warden sighed. Livia heard mock-reluctance in the tone. “I suppose that would be okay. Bring it a bowl of water.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	“And, girl?”

	The waitress stopped in mid-turn, faced the warden again. “Yes, ma’am?”

	“Be quick about it.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	The waitress hurried away, a noticeable extra spring in her step now.

	The doctor laughed. “Look at the little missy scurry off. You scared her.”

	The warden chuckled. “I do enjoy scaring lovely young ladies. That one was particularly delicious. I might have to have her brought to my room some night.”

	The doctor laughed.

	And then the sounds of amusement ceased as the make-out session resumed. It was more enthusiastic now, punctuated by wet, smacking sounds. Livia looked up and saw the warden’s hand on the doctor’s throat again. The doctor had a hand beneath the hem of the warden’s dress, fingering her.

	In a few more minutes, Helga returned with a bottle of vodka. She poured a liberal amount into each of the glasses on the little table, gave Livia a shove to make some room, and then took a seat on the other side of Ms. Wickman. The leash fell to the floor, temporarily forgotten. For a time, the warden alternated between kissing the women to either side of her. Watching the three-way action turned Livia on despite her diminished status in this equation.

	Soon the waitress returned, bearing glasses on a tray along with a bottle of wine. These she set on the table. Also on the tray were two small stainless steel bowls. These she set on the floor in front of Livia. One was filled with water, the other with some bloody scraps of meat. While kneeling in front of her, the waitress reached out and scratched the top of Livia’s head. “Aw. She’s cute.”

	Dr. Woronov snorted. “Not that cute.”

	The waitress frowned. “You know, you’re right. Trick of the light, I guess. This is actually a pretty homely dog.”

	Dr. Woronov laughed. “And a dumb one, too.”

	They all laughed.

	Ms. Wickman waved a hand at the waitress. “Away, girl.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	The waitress hurried away again.

	Livia was stewing over the insults when she felt a hand at the back of her neck. It gave her a hard shove. “Eat, dog,” came a voice she recognized as belonging to Helga Von Trammpe. “The warden is being generous by allowing you this treat. Show some fucking respect.”

	A helpless look of disgust creased Livia’s features as she studied the scarps of meat in the bowl. She couldn’t tell what kind of meat it was, just that it was bloody and shredded-looking, as if whatever animal it had come from had been fed through a wood chipper. At least it looked relatively fresh. At this point, it wouldn’t have surprised her if the meat had been rancid and rotting and crawling with maggots. So things could be worse.

	She reached into the bowl to retrieve one of the scraps of meat. This earned her a thwack to the back of the head. She cried out in surprised pain.

	“Don’t be stupid, dog.” This was Helga again. “Eat in the way of your kind. Put your stupid face to the bowl.”

	Dr. Woronov giggled.

	Of course she fucking did. She gave every appearance of enjoying Livia’s humiliation even more than the other women. Livia decided she would take revenge against the woman somewhere down the line. She and this duplicitous bitch had shared a bed for several months. They had been lovers. Livia understood that the doctor had no choice but to go along with this, but she didn’t have to take such obvious fucking glee in it. Did she?

	The doctor’s gloating was so overt Livia couldn’t help wondering whether she might be the true instigator here. It was clear she and the warden were closer than she’d ever known. Perhaps she’d been whispering mean things about Livia in Ms. Wickman’s ear for a while, slowly and subtly setting the stage for a night like this.

	In that scenario, the doctor’s recent coldness toward her made more sense, though she still had no idea what she might have done to upset the woman so much. In the end, though, understanding wasn’t necessary. All she cared about was getting some payback.

	Revenge, however, would have to wait.

	Livia shifted position and lowered her face to the bowl. She opened her mouth wide to take one of the bloody scraps between her teeth. Tearing loose a chunk of the meat required the use of at least one hand. She feared that doing so would earn her another rebuke or smack, but this didn’t happen as she took that first bite. Her tormentors were apparently satisfied with the simple appearance of eating from the bowl like a dog. The raw meat had a vaguely unpleasant, gamey taste, but, again, it could have been worse. It wasn’t repulsive enough to trigger her gag reflex. She kept working at it until she’d downed every last bite of the stuff.

	At that point, she had no choice but to take a drink of the water. Her throat felt raw from all the blood. She put her face to the water bowl and drank it in the expected way, lapping it up like a dog. The first cold taste of it was heavenly as it began to flush the blood down her gullet. This impression did not last long, however, as she began to perceive another underlying taste. It took her a few moments to realize she was tasting urine. The water had been diluted with someone’s piss.

	She gagged and spat up the water.

	A round of hearty laughter ensued from above. Then came another smack to the head. “Look at the mess you made, dog!” Helga leaned forward, grabbed a handful of Livia’s hair, and pushed her face to the floor. “Bad dog! Bad dog! Bad dog!”

	Livia was openly sobbing now. She couldn’t help it, regardless of how badly she wished to hold on to some small, tarnished shred of dignity. Any hope of that was out the fucking window now.

	Just as she began to believe there would be no end to it until the night was over, the electro-goth music was interrupted by the voice of an announcer. “Ladies and gentlemen,” intoned a man with a pronounced German accent. Whether it was real or affectation, Livia had no idea. She’d met no actual native Germans since coming to Prison 13, but it certainly sounded authentic. “Thank you for coming out to Berlin 666 tonight. As always, we appreciate your patronage. As some of you already know, tonight is a very special night for this establishment.”

	Some drunken cheers went up. Belatedly, Livia realized a crowd of some significance had assembled during her time of kneeling at the warden’s feet. Most of the booths along the walls were now occupied. This was larger than the usual Berlin 666 crowd by a considerable margin. She wondered what could possibly bring out this many people. Whatever it was, she hadn’t caught wind of it beforehand and that bothered her. When something special was brewing, she usually knew about it well in advance.

	The pressure at the back of her head went away. After a brief hesitation, she risked glancing up at the trio of women above her. It was immediately clear they were no longer paying her even the scantest attention.

	A spotlight appeared at the center of the main floor, near the canvas-draped structure. Seconds later, a man holding a microphone stepped into the spotlight. The man had short blond hair and was wearing a tuxedo. For a long moment, he held the microphone at waist level as he stared at the floor, his expression conveying intense contemplation of…something.

	Then he lifted his gaze and put the microphone to his mouth. “What you are about to witness has been a long time coming. We here at Berlin 666 are always striving to provide a unique entertainment experience for our valued patrons. Tonight we unveil a spectacle sure to awe even those with the most jaded sensibilities.”

	Another, louder round of cheers went up at this proclamation.

	“But first,” the man in the tuxedo said, acknowledging the cheers with a nod and a wave of his hand. “A word regarding what you’re about to see. A word about inspiration. Inspiration can come from all sorts of things. In this case, it springs from this institution’s forthcoming return to core third Reich values. I can think of no finer embodiment of that than what we’re unveiling here tonight.”

	Livia frowned.

	Forthcoming return? Huh.

	Some indecipherable grumbling from above suggested the warden and her dinner companions were also puzzled by the man’s phrasing.

	The man in the tuxedo went on after another round of cheers died down. “Are you ready to see what lurks beneath this shroud?”

	The loudest cheers yet filled the club.

	The tuxedoed man pumped a fist in the air and screamed, “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you…the inferno oven!”

	Livia frowned.

	The what?

	There was a swelling of recorded symphonic music. Somewhere a switch was thrown and the pulley system went into action, lifting the heavy canvas shroud away from the structure it covered. Again, Livia had gotten caught up in the excitement of the moment, but what she felt in the next instant was a deep sense of anticlimax.

	The structure didn’t look like much. About ten feet high, it was a simple red-brick thing, consisting of four large, arched pillars at the corners. Set several feet apart, the pillars supported an open, crown-like top piece, also of red-brick construction. Resting within the brick circle was a thick, circular slab of black iron. Beneath the structure, a piece of the floor slid away, revealing what looked like a massive sewer drain. Heavy lengths of chain dangled from still more overhead pulleys. Livia saw that the position of the chains aligned with four iron hooks protruding from the brick circle at the top of the structure. Obviously the thing could be hoisted up to the roof when it wasn’t in use.

	Livia was still pondering what exactly it was supposed to be when the spotlights abruptly blinked out, returning the club to its normal dimly-lit state. The symphonic music ceased playing. A period of near silence ensued, one thick with palpable expectation and excitement. There was a buzz of muted, whispered conversation, but nothing more. The women seated above Livia weren’t talking at all.

	From somewhere nearby came the thwack of a drumstick against a snare drum. Livia’s head turned in the direction of the sound, which she thought was coming from somewhere in the vicinity of the unlit stage. As she stared in that direction, a spotlight came on, illuminating an open door to the side of the stage.

	A man dressed all in black and wearing a black hood over his head came through the door. A snare drum dangled from a strap around his neck. Clutched in a black-gloved hand was a single drumstick. He hit the snare again as he took another step into the club. More hooded men in black followed him through the doorway. These men were not percussionists. Instead they carried black-painted baseball bats with spikes driven through them. Livia wasn’t sure what the point of the hoods was, other than perhaps to make the proceedings seem more ominous. This was Prison 13, after all, where staff members openly perpetrated acts of torture and murder on a daily basis. Identity concealment had never been much of an issue.

	The man in the lead continued to hit the snare drum in that slow, ominous way as he wound his way through the middle of the club. He was clearly headed for the so-called “inferno oven”, as were the men following in his wake. In another moment, one last hooded man in black came through the doorway. This man was significantly larger than the others, possessing the bulk and musculature of a barbarian in one of those old sword-and-sorcery movies.

	Wound around one of this man’s big hands was the end of a length of heavy chain. The rest of the chain trailed behind him, dragging on the floor. Soon Livia saw that it was attached to a nude, shackled man who came shuffling through the doorway some dozen or so feet behind the barbarian. The shackled man looked like a broken, defeated thing. He was scrawny and his body bore telltale marks of recent beatings. His thick gray hair was a frazzled mess, sticking out in all directions. He stared emptily ahead of him as he allowed the barbarian to drag him into the bowels of the club.

	The shackled man was not alone. He was the first in a chained procession of nude men and women. All shuffled forward with similar blank looks on their faces, as if they’d all visited the blackest depths of hell and had been rendered permanently numb. More spotlights came on, illuminating the entire procession.

	Livia was confused by the presence of the men. They were outnumbered by the women in the procession by a factor of about three-to-one. Still, this was exclusively a women’s prison. Its sole purpose, so she’d been told during her recruitment and throughout her early training, was to house and punish “troublesome” women. So who were these men and why were they here?

	The hooded men spread out as they arrived at the brick structure, the ones with the bats taking up positions at the corners while the percussionist moved off to the side and stood in place as he continued to slowly beat the snare drum. The chain rattled on the thing that looked like a sewer grating as the barbarian stepped through one open side of the structure and kept going until he emerged through the other side.

	Then he stopped and turned to face the procession of chained men and women standing on the opposite side of the structure. Now all the spotlights converged on the structure and the surrounding area. The beating of the snare drum ceased as the tuxedoed man reappeared.

	He cleared his throat as he brought the microphone to his mouth. “We are about to begin. Warden, you and your party may approach for a close-up view if you wish.”

	A brief bit of whispering ensued above Livia. The trio of women then rose from the booth and began to move around the table. Helga now held the looped end of Livia’s leash. As the women began to walk away from the booth, Livia started to rise, but Helga gave her a hard, unfriendly shove.

	“Hands and knees, dog.”

	A heretofore unexperienced level of embarrassment assailed Livia as she trailed after the other women on her hands and knees. She felt eyes on her from every direction. The people assembled here were her co-workers, her supposed equals, and now they were watching as she was being dragged across the floor on a leash. She trembled with rage.

	Helga yanked hard at the leash several times, making Livia gag and splutter. The hard floor was rough on her knees. By the time the group of women arrived at the structure, there were several rips in her stockings. As directed, she sat at Helga’s feet and waited for whatever the next part of this was.

	The tuxedoed man approached them. “Hello, warden. It is an immense honor to have you with us tonight, as we stand on the brink of a great change. We will begin at your command.”

	He held the microphone out to her.

	Ms. Wickman frowned, clearly perplexed by some aspect of what the man had said, but she leaned close and spoke just a single word: “Begin.”

	The tuxedoed man moved away, saying nothing else as the attention of everyone present shifted to the mysterious structure. Livia sat on her knees less than ten feet away from where the barbarian stood, his end of the chain now wound tight around both of his big hands. She felt a flush of heat an instant before flames leapt up through the floor grating. The flames rose high enough to lick the underside of the iron slab.

	Some oohs and aahs went up from the crowd. This was no surprise to Livia. Pyrotechnics always got a crowd going. The nature of the event didn’t matter. It could be a rock concert, a holiday festival, or a decidedly non-traditional celebration like this one. People in general liked to see things burn or explode.

	What happened next was more impressive and at last the buildup to the spectacle began to seem justified. The barbarian started pulling on the length of chain, dragging the procession of men and women closer to the flames.

	Now Livia understood. This thing actually was an oven, one intended for the simultaneous cooking of multiple human beings. She flashed back to Ms. Wickman’s reference to an “expanded” menu becoming available later. These people weren’t just being put to death. They were being prepared as food.

	Livia considered herself pretty inured to nearly all forms of human suffering. As a general rule, she had no respect for the supposed sanctity of human life whatsoever. She definitely did not care whether these men and women lived or died. Cannibalism, however, was a line she had not yet crossed. The thought of ingesting human flesh made her stomach twist. This, however, was a product of helpless instinct. On a more objective, theoretical level, of course, she knew that breaking this taboo should not be a big deal. Meat was just meat, after all, whether it came from a pig or a cow or…a wrinkly, broken-down old man.

	Livia’s stomach knotted again.

	The barbarian’s muscular biceps bulged as he gave the chain another titanic pull, bringing the procession of doomed prisoners closer to the flames. The appearance of the flames had shaken the chained men and women out of their state of deep apathy. Those thousand-yard stares were all gone. Most of them were screaming and together they resisted the pull of the barbarian, planting their feet on the floor and pulling at the length of chain.

	The belated attempt at resistance succeeded only in slowing the inevitable. The hooded barbarian continued to draw them inexorably closer to the flames each time he pulled on the chain. The old man at the front of the procession was now just a few feet away from being drawn into the fire. He cringed away from the flames, extending his head backward as far as he could. His naked body was drenched in sweat from the heat.

	The screams of the others got louder as the barbarian pulled on the chain yet again. This time the old man’s flesh was seared by flickering tongues of flame. For a moment there, his screams were the loudest of all, but these died away shortly after he was dragged all the way into the fire.

	The old man remained upright within the flames for another moment, the dark outline of his body briefly visible through the dancing columns of orange and crimson. Livia gasped, feeling a deep awe at the macabre beauty of this sight.

	Others in the chained procession dropped to their knees or went prone on the floor, a desperate, last-ditch effort to forestall fiery death by overwhelming the barbarian with their combined deadweight. This latest attempt at resistance also had no perceptible effect on delaying the inevitable. They were a dozen in number, but they were no match for this one man. Granted, he was a specimen of unusual size and strength, but that made it no less impressive to Livia.

	The other hooded men came away from their positions at the corners of the inferno oven and used their spike-studded bats on the resisters. There were more screams and useless pleas for mercy as sharp metal pierced vulnerable flesh. The assault lasted only a few moments as the barbarian continued to draw the men and women into the flames. Though they were all prone and bleeding from multiple puncture wounds, none of them died until they were drawn into the fire. Their moans of misery as they neared their demise were pitiful and, Livia thought, beautiful.

	In a few more moments, the last of them had been pulled into the flames. The fire continued to blaze hotly for another minute as the heavy stench of cooking meat filled the air, an odor so strong it made Livia’s eyes water. Then a loud, metallic clack emanated from somewhere and the flames disappeared, leaving the pile of black, smoldering meat lying atop the grating as a sweet-smelling smoke wafted through the club.

	Livia leaned a little closer, squinting at the blackened forms inside the oven. Most were still and obviously dead, but a few were twitching. A solitary weak moan rose up from somewhere within that twisted pile of human wreckage. Hearing this made Livia smile. Someone in there was still alive. Maybe more than just one someone.

	Livia thought herself a connoisseur of human suffering. The pain of those still alive had to be incredible, almost beyond fathoming. She again experienced that sense of deep awe, as well as one of gratitude for having been allowed to bear witness to a spectacle as devilishly delightful as this one.

	She felt a tug on her leash and glanced up to see Helga peering down at her. “Enjoy the show, dog?”

	Livia nodded. “Yes. Very much so.”

	Helga smirked. “Just remember to always be a good dog. Otherwise it might be you being dragged through those flames one day.”

	Livia frowned.

	She wished someone would just tell her what she’d done to warrant this treatment. There had to be something she was forgetting about. Some subtle thing. No explanation seemed forthcoming, however, and she was damned if she could think of the answer.

	The announcer reappeared, stepping into a new spotlight several feet away from where Livia knelt next to Helga and the other women. He put the microphone to mouth and said, “Who’s ready to eat?”

	A roar of approval suggested the entire crowd was more than ready for this very thing. Livia was astonished to find herself surrounded by such enthusiastic cannibals. She wouldn’t have guessed so many of her co-workers would be so eager to taste the long pig. Then again, these were all people who had been recruited for possessing a certain moral malleability. It was the nature of the place. In thinking about it, she supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised at all.

	“As promised, expanded menus will be circulated shortly,” the tuxedoed man continued once the thunderous applause had subsided. “As you might expect, it will take some time to cut and prepare the various entrees. We appreciate your patience as we work to ensure a fine dining experience for all of you. In the meantime, please enjoy the next part of tonight’s entertainment.”

	Livia had no idea what could possibly follow the incredible and inspiring thing she’d just witnessed. Anything short of life-changing would be a letdown in the wake of the inferno oven’s fiery debut.

	The warden and her entourage returned to their booth, with Livia again trailing behind the other women on her hands and knees. Again, she was made to sit at their feet. However, they were so caught up in the excitement of what they’d just seen that they paid her little attention for the next little while as they chatted exuberantly amongst themselves.

	Another distraction soon appeared in the form of the expanded menus, delivered to their booth by the same young waitress who’d tended to them earlier. More excited babble ensued as the women reviewed the menu options, taking turns reading some of them out loud.

	A lot of it sounded fancier than Livia had imagined, the meat and organs prepared and served in a variety of creative ways. The lingering stench of charred human flesh aside, it was almost possible to believe they were in a five-star Manhattan bistro rather than a decadent, atrocity-themed nightclub inside a prison located within the remotest part of a frozen wasteland.

	It was kind of fucking surreal.

	This element of the evening’s overall bizarreness was forgotten moments later, however, as stage lights came on and the electro-goth music from before resumed playing. The music was turned up louder now, the German lyrics and vocals sounding harsher than before as the female singer’s voice made the club’s sound system throb with an electric, palpable sexuality. It was music that sounded made for a strip club specializing in gothic themes, an impression that proved apt as a trio of scantily clad women came waltzing out onto the stage.

	Livia’s jaw dropped open.

	They were Frauenschaft women, all of them. All were wearing the familiar uniform of red booty shorts and tight, swastika-adorned white T-shirts. One of them was Lina, the group’s leader. As the music continued to pulse, the woman began to dance sensually across the stage. They came together and rubbed against one another in sexually suggestive ways before moving apart again. Other shapely members of the Frauenschaft soon joined them on the stage as the first song transitioned into another that sounded almost exactly like it.

	So aghast was she at this development that Livia barely noticed when the original trio of dancers descended from the stage and spread out through the crowd. Her fury mounted quickly as she stewed over it. These bitches were inmates. Unless they were there to die, inmates were never allowed into Berlin 666, and yet the vibe tonight was unmistakable—these women were in no imminent danger of losing their lives.

	Something was very, very wrong here.

	That impression intensified as Lina approached the booth and smilingly addressed Ms. Wickman directly. “Hello, Evelyn.”

	An inmate addressing the warden by her first name?

	Livia frowned.

	What the fuck is happening?

	“Hello, Lina,” the warden replied, her tone frosty. “Nice performance. Please go away.”

	Lina stayed right where she was as she said, “I just thought I’d offer you a lap dance.” She put her hands to her breasts, pushing them together and squeezing them. “Your preference is pleasures of the Sapphic kind, correct?” She smiled. “I know it is.”

	Ms. Wickman stared stonily back at her a moment before saying, “Not from the likes of you.” She waved a hand in a dismissive gesture. “Away with you.”

	Lina shrugged as her hands came away from her breasts. “Your loss, Evelyn. I’ll move on to someone more appreciative.” She snapped an arm outward in the customary Nazi salute. “Heil, Hitler!”

	Ms. Wickman stared at her, said nothing.

	Lina frowned. “Warden, I’m surprised at you. Not showing our Fuhrer the proper respect?” She shook her head, making a tsk-tsk sound. “How sad.”

	Again, Livia was stunned. Lina’s disrespectful behavior should have been an automatic death sentence. It was shocking that she wasn’t dead on the floor right now. Almost as surprising was the prolonged period of silence that ensued as the trio of women seated on the booth bench said absolutely nothing to each other. The celebratory mood of before suddenly seemed like a distant memory. This was very strange and disconcerting.

	“Something has to be done,” Helga said, breaking the silence at last. “She openly disrespected you. That cannot fucking stand. I’ll--”

	“You’ll shut up,” the warden interjected, her tone even frostier than before. “We’ll talk about it later, in private. Until then, we will enjoy the remainder of our evening.”

	She picked up a glass from the table and drank deeply of the liquor inside it.

	As the evening wore on, Livia was mostly forgotten, the women apparently having lost interest in the sadistic fun they’d been having with her earlier. By that point, she was okay with being ignored.

	It gave her time to ruminate over these surprising developments and consider how she might turn them to her advantage.
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	Once again experiencing morning-after effects from a night of overindulgence, Helga was shocked to find herself rousted out of bed at an unusually early hour. The banging on her door commenced at just after five and did not let up until she was forced to respond. Her initial instinct was to ignore it and slip back into sleep, but the knocking was too strident and constant for that.

	Surrendering at last, she rolled out of bed and pulled on a slinky satin robe with a hem that hit at mid-thigh. She clumsily attempted to tie the sash as she staggered over to the door. Her intent was to rip the door open and scream at whoever this was with the temerity to wake her in such an obnoxious way at so ungodly an hour. A belated cautionary instinct kicked in at the last second and her hand froze on the knob before she could turn it.

	It was unlikely anyone who meant her harm could gain access to this part of employee housing, which was strictly limited to upper echelon staff members. However, one could never be too careful. That was especially true now, given the uncharacteristically jittery vibe the warden had been giving off over the last day or so. Helga had no idea what had happened, but something had the woman rattled.

	She had been standing there just a few seconds when the strident knocking resumed, causing her to audibly gasp. Her gun was on the nightstand. She glanced that way and saw the 9mm pistol in its holster. Having it in hand would make her feel a lot better.

	Just as she was about to start edging in that direction, a faintly familiar voice spoke from the other side of the door. “I heard that, Ms. Von Trammpe,” the voice said, referring to the regrettable gasp. “Your caution is understandable. However, if you would please look through the peephole, you will see that I am no one to fear.”

	Helga frowned.

	That voice. I know this bitch. Who is she?

	She put an eye to the peephole. The woman standing out in the hallway was indeed familiar. Helga had last seen her sitting across the table from her in that bar in Denmark almost a year ago. This was Ms. Ludmire, a woman similar in temperament and appearance to Ms. Wickman, though she was a bit younger-looking than the warden. She was also higher up in the organization that ran Prison 13. It wouldn’t do to keep her standing out there in the hallway for long.

	That didn’t mean she was safe, of course, or that she could entirely trust this woman. Her mysterious employers were ruthless people. If for some reason they decided she was a liability or no longer useful to them, she was, well…expendable. Knowing that, however, changed nothing about her current predicament. All she could do here was let the woman in and hope for the best.

	As she opened the door, the clumsily tied sash came unknotted and the front of the satin robe fell open, revealing her breasts and the smooth expanse of her belly. Ms. Ludmire took in this sight with a look of faint amusement, arching an eyebrow as she said, “Hello, Ms. Von Trammpe. I apologize for waking you so early, but I’m here on a matter of some urgency. Do you mind if I come in?”

	Helga didn’t bother tying the robe’s sash again. Her body was one of her prime assets, after all. It could be used as a weapon of distraction, if nothing else. And she’d spied that telltale glint in Ms. Ludmire’s eye, the familiar one Helga had spotted in the eyes of so many appreciative men and women over the years. The woman liked what she was seeing. So let her see it.

	Helga moved out of the way and waved the woman into the room. She shut the door once Ms. Ludmire was inside and started talking before she could turn and face her directly. “Sorry I look such a frazzled mess this morning, but--”

	Ms. Ludmire was facing away from her, but that wasn’t the reason Helga abruptly ceased talking. The reason for that was the same thing that had captured Ms. Ludmire’s attention upon coming into the room.

	Helga gasped again.

	Oh, fuck.

	She was mortified. Waking up to this without a witness present would have been bad enough, but with a figure of this importance in the room, the revelation put her in sheer nightmare territory. The floor compartment was open and empty and the shriveled, pathetic thing that had once been her dance show partner was curled up on the rumpled sheets of her bed, apparently sound asleep.

	Holy fucking shit.

	Helga had no memory of having taken Megan out of the floor box, which was something she normally refrained from doing when her faculties were diminished from drink. And the reason for that was the potential for exactly this kind of sloppiness. She was lucky Megan hadn’t killed her while she slept. Why she hadn’t, she had no idea. In her place, she certainly would have done it. And even in her weakened state, it would’ve been an easy thing to do, with the gun right fucking there, for fuck’s sake.

	She could think of no way to forgivably explain away so glaring an oversight, so she just kept her mouth shut and waited for Ms. Ludmire to say something.

	To Helga’s immense surprise, the woman was smiling as she turned around. “Am I correct in assuming this poor creature is what remains of your former partner?”

	Something in Ms. Ludmire’s tone made Helga hesitate before speaking. Her instinct was to apologize and toss Megan back in the compartment. The sooner this evidence of carelessness was out of sight—and, hopefully, out of mind—the better she would feel. Yet there was a pronounced note of what felt like admiration in the woman’s tone. It made no sense under the circumstances, but all she could do was roll with it and hope for the best.

	Helga smiled. “That’s her.”

	Ms. Ludmire went to Helga’s bed and sat on its edge, with her torso twisted sideways as she reached out to gently stroke Megan’s bald scalp. The emaciated woman shivered at the touch, but did not awake.

	“Does she spend much time out of the box?”

	Helga kept her tone neutral as she said, “When the mood strikes me. As it did last night.”

	“And is she always this docile when she sleeps with you?”

	Helga smiled. “Yes, madam, always. Her mind and spirit are thoroughly shattered. I trained the instinct to disobey out of her with harsh discipline. She’s hardly anything like a real woman anymore. She’s more of a pet now.”

	Ms. Ludmire stroked Megan’s scalp another few times before saying, “I must say, I am impressed. This level of total psychological dominance is not easy to attain. I saw something special in you from the beginning, Ms. Von Trammpe, and this just affirms it.”

	“Please call me Helga.”

	Ms. Ludmire rose from the bed and smoothed the fabric of her black skirt with a swipe of her hand. “What I’m seeing here, Helga, shows me that you possess the potential to go very far in the organization for which we both work. Which is why I’m here today.”

	Helga frowned. “I don’t understand. Unless…are you offering me another job?”

	Ms. Ludmire smiled and came closer. She reached out and plucked at one of the satin robe’s open flaps, causing a side of it to slide off Helga’s bare shoulder. Helga shrugged the garment the rest of the way off and allowed it to fall to the floor at her feet.

	She stood there calmly, expecting to be groped. The prospect neither pleased nor displeased her. She had long ago accepted it as just part of how things were both here at the prison and within the larger organization. Those with the power were free to take advantage of those beneath them any way they pleased.

	But Ms. Ludmire did not grope Helga. Instead, she looked her slowly up and down in a dispassionate way. Her manner was more like that of a doctor conducting an examination than anything else. There was no leer in that gaze. She was being appraised, nothing more.

	Now the woman looked her in the eye and said, “You are a perfect physical specimen. Absolutely perfect.”

	Helga smiled. “Thank you.”

	“Perfectly Aryan. Wouldn’t you agree?”

	Helga’s smile faltered. “I…suppose.”

	Ms. Ludmire moved a step closer and placed a hand lightly on Helga’s waist. As before, there was nothing sexual in the gesture, at least not overtly. It was more a way of lending emphasis to what she was saying, a way of strengthening and acknowledging a connection. Maybe this was naïve, bit that was how it felt.

	“A radical change is coming to this facility, Helga. Only a select few current staff members will remain after the transition. We would like you to be one of them. I would like you to be one of them.” Her hand came away from Helga’s waist as she moved back a step. “How would you like that?”

	“I’d like it very much.”

	“I thought you would. This pleases me, Helga. I expect great things of you.”

	Helga pursed her lips a moment, thinking about it. “Will I remain as vice-warden or take another position?”

	Ms. Ludmire shook her head. “The position of vice-warden will no longer exist. There will be no wardens at all, in fact, because the facility currently known as Prison 13 will no longer be a prison. It will serve a grander, far more important purpose, one we hope will help facilitate the realization of our most important goals. We would like you to run the repurposed facility. Would that interest you?”

	Helga had so many questions swirling in her head. Foremost among them were queries about the facility’s new purpose and what was to become of Ms. Wickman. If what Ms. Ludmire was telling her was true—and she had no reason to doubt any of it—that information would be revealed in time. For now all that mattered was securing her place in the new scheme of things.

	Her nod was emphatic. “I’m very interested.”

	“Good.”

	“Will Ms. Wickman stay on, as well?”

	Ms. Ludmire’s expression turned cold. “She will not. Evelyn Wickman has performed acceptably in her capacity as warden. However, it has become clear to many within the organization that she is not really one of us. She possesses the necessary moral flexibility in abundance, but she does not believe as you and I believe. Indeed, she has on many occasions shown open disrespect for the values we cherish most.”

	Helga nodded as if she understood perfectly. In fact, the opposite was true. She was more confused than ever.

	Ms. Ludmire smiled, apparently sensing this. “The Order of the Dragon is a many-headed hydra, Helga. It is known by many different names and there are many factions working to achieve seemingly different things. Often the men and women working for these opposing factions are unaware that they share the same master. Some of our most closely held secrets are kept from those in positions of power until we are certain they are truly worthy. In the case of Ms. Wickman…” She paused here, making a soft sound of amusement. “Well, let’s just say she has been judged lacking.”

	Helga’s expression was thoughtful. “And I have been judged…worthy?”

	Ms. Ludmire nodded. “You have.”

	Helga felt a swelling of pride.

	Ms. Ludmire moved around her and started toward the door. She paused there and turned back again to say, “And Helga?”

	“Yes, Ms. Ludmire?”

	“I expect the utmost discretion from you. Do not discuss what I’ve told you with anyone. Do you understand?”

	Helga nodded. “I understand.”

	“Excellent. We’ll talk again soon.”

	Ms. Ludmire opened the door and slipped back out into the hallway, easing the door shut behind her.

	Helga let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding and felt a shiver of excitement go through her. She was on the cusp of attaining great power. However, she was also nervous about the prospect of continuing to interact with Ms. Wickman as a subordinate until the transition happened. Helga would have to work hard to maintain a façade of normality around the woman, which wouldn’t always be easy.

	But I’ll fucking do it, she thought. I’ll do it and soon I’ll have everything.

	Megan was awake and sitting up in the bed as Helga turned back in that direction. She did not look as if she’d just emerged bleary-eyed from sleep. Her eyes were open and aware. Helga knew right away the little bitch had been awake and listening to most of her conversation with Ms. Ludmire.

	Helga came to a decision.

	A great change was coming. It was time to let go of the past.

	Megan shrank back in horror as Helga came rushing at her. Her mouth moved as she made a series of frantic-sounding, unintelligible noises. Helga grabbed her by one of her stick-thin arms and hauled her off the bed. Next she took the gun from her nightstand and placed the muzzle against the trembling woman’s forehead. Tears streamed down Megan’s face as she made more inarticulate pleading noises.

	Helga smiled. “I’d ask if you have any last words, but, well, that’s not really possible.”

	She laughed.

	Megan dropped to her knees and began planting wet kisses all over Helga’s bare feet. Helga allowed this to go on for a time, enjoying the trembling and crying of her one-time partner.

	It made her feel powerful.

	Shooting her in the head was almost an anticlimax.
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	Shonda Danning was waiting for her in the hallway when Jessica emerged from the D-Block showers that morning. The woman was standing with her back against the wall to Jessica’s left as she came out into the hallway. The positioning made strategic sense. Inmates returning to the block were required to go in the opposite direction. The tactic would have worked against virtually anyone else, but not against Jessica Sloan.

	Sensing a hostile presence even before she glimpsed the blur of motion in her peripheral vision, Jessica executed a quick spin kick that caught the woman in her midsection. The force of the kick knocked the air out of her and sent her flying backward. Something fell from the woman’s hand and clattered to the damp tiled floor. Jessica scooped the object up. It was a classic prison shank, a crude thing fashioned from a razor blade affixed to the melted end of a toothbrush handle.

	A guard was standing with his arms crossed against the opposite wall. Shonda had known he was there and had been counting on his non-interference. That they had some kind of understanding was obvious. What wasn’t so obvious was the depth of the relationship. Would he stand by and watch Jessica deal with Shonda or would he attempt to intervene?

	The apparent answer came an instant later as he nonchalantly turned away from her and stared off down the hallway in the opposite direction.

	Shonda was still on her back several feet away, moaning as she clutched at her stomach and writhed weakly on the floor. She was hurting too much to present an immediate threat. The standard prison move here would be to slit her throat, dump the shank, and get on back to the block. And Jessica might have done just that had another woman not emerged from the showers at that very moment.

	This woman had a stocky build and short, spiky brown hair. Her thick arms were covered with bad prison tattoos. A new plan formulated in Jessica’s head so fast it initially existed only as a series of quick, flashing images rather than fully-formed thoughts. The woman paused as she came into the hallway, her eyes going wide with surprise at the sight of Shonda squirming on the floor. Everyone on D-Block knew Shonda was part of Alice Kincaid’s gang and therefore, theoretically, untouchable. Seeing her like this couldn’t have been anything less than shocking.

	There was a brief window of opportunity here, one that would close within seconds if Jessica didn’t act right away. Still not really consciously thinking about it, she seized the woman by the neck and smashed her face against the edge of the archway. This was done with considerable force. The woman dropped like a rock to the floor as Jessica let go of her.

	Hearing this new commotion, the guard started to turn in Jessica’s direction. She was on him before he could uncross his arms, ripping the shank’s blade across his throat. She twisted out of the way as she did this, managing to avoid the messy arterial spray of blood.

	He was dead on the floor seconds later. The woman she’d just attacked was also dead. Working fast, she arranged the bodies in a manner that suggested the woman had attacked the guard and that he’d managed to kill her in the last seconds before he expired. The staging might not hold up to close scrutiny, but Jessica doubted anything like a full investigation would occur. This was a secret prison, not the streets of a city in the normal world. Violent things got swept under the rug all the time. It’d be far easier for the people in charge here to accept the scene as she’d set it rather than waste a lot of time looking into it. And, after all, it would look relatively plausible.

	Success at this point hinged entirely on getting away as soon as possible, preferably before anyone else came along. With this in mind, she hefted up the still-groaning Shonda, slung her over her shoulder, and hurried on down the hallway. There were more guards inside a glassed-in cubicle down the next stretch of hallway, but they were engaged in a sex act with each other and didn’t even glance her way as she continued on by them.

	Soon she was in a common area, where prisoners were engaged in various leisure activities. A few women were taking turns shooting a basketball at an old hoop that had no net. Some other women, seated at a nearby table, were engaged in a game of cards. Several heads turned Jessica’s way as she hurried through the common area. Basic human curiosity compelled the attention. But when the identity of the woman slung over Jessica’s shoulders registered, they all pointedly looked away, not wanting to get involved in Alice Kincaid’s business in any way.

	She encountered more guards as she continued to make her way through the block. One or two looked at her in a way that suggested they were considering stopping her to ask some questions. Again, however, they opted not to upon identifying Shonda. This told her something valuable. While it was possible only the two guards mentioned last night were directly involved with the black market operation, the rest of them had some degree of awareness about it and were not inclined to interfere or get mixed up in the business of their colleagues.

	Jessica was thus able to continue unimpeded the rest of the way to Alice Kincaid’s cell. The woman was lying stretched-out on her side on her futon, with the palm of her right hand propping up her head as she watched Cannibal Holocaust on the boxy old TV. She reached out with a remote and froze the fuzzy old VHS image on the screen as Jessica came into her cell.

	“Um…what the fuck?”

	Jessica dumped the still-woozy Shonda on the shag rug and stood with her hands on her hips, panting from the exertion of carrying a barely conscious woman all the way from the showers and up three flights of stairs. “This bitch tried to kill me.”

	Alice tossed aside the remote and sat up, swinging her legs over the side of the futon. She eyed Shonda with curiosity a moment before again looking at Jessica. “Okay. Back up. What happened?’

	Jessica pulled the privacy curtain into place at the front of the cell and took a seat in a chair near the futon, positioning herself so she could keep an eye on Shonda while she talked to Alice. After heaving a breath and wiping damp strands of hair out of her eyes, she told her all about what had gone down.

	After Jessica fell silent, Alice sat there with a thoughtful expression for a few moments before saying, “So why didn’t you kill her?”

	Jessica shrugged. “She’s part of your thing here, one of your higher-ranking girls from what I understand. I thought what to do with her should be left up to you.”

	Alice smiled. “I appreciate that, Jess.” She patted the edge of the futon. “Here. Come sit with me.”

	Jessica joined her on the futon, sliding in close as Alice wrapped an arm around her back. She hoped this wasn’t the beginning of another sexual interlude, but if that was the woman’s intent, she would go along with it. She needed to stay close to her in case any additional information about the rumored big changes at the prison came down the pike.

	Alice leaned in and kissed her on the neck. Her wet lips lingered on Jessica’s flesh a moment before she pulled back and looked her in the eye. “Jess, what you call my thing is actually our thing. I don’t want you to think of me as some disconnected queen living in careless luxury up in the castle while all the little fucking peons do the hard work. We’re equals, you and me.”

	Jessica shook her head. “We’re not, though. You’re the boss.” She slipped a hand between the other woman’s legs, squeezing an inner thigh. “I don’t have a problem being beneath you.”

	Alice laughed. “Yeah, you kind of proved that last night, didn’t you?” She laughed again. “Beneath me. You’re funny, Jess.”

	Jessica gave that inner thigh another squeeze. “I mean it. I appreciate that you respect me, but we’re not equals. No matter what, I will always defer to your judgement.” She indicated Shonda with a tilt of her chin. “So that’s why I brought her back here. You already lost one of your top girls. I didn’t want to take out another one without your approval.”

	Alice nodded and turned her attention to Shonda, who was sitting up on the shag rug now and eyeing them with woozy wariness. “Look who’s back with us.”

	Shonda grimaced. “That bitch attacked me, boss.”

	“Not the way I heard it.”

	Shonda’s grimace shifted, becoming a sneer. “You can’t believe a word that cunt says, boss. She’s not one of us.”

	“That’s where you’re wrong.”

	Alice disentwined herself from Jessica and rose from the futon. Shonda’s eyes widened and she leaned backward as Alice came closer. “Boss, you can trust me, I swear. Whatever this bitch told you was a load of fucking bullshit. She’s trying to take over the operation. That’s why she killed Lucy last night.”

	“Is that so?”

	There was desperation in Shonda’s eyes as she scooted backward a few inches. She was breathing rapidly and her skin was sheened in sweat. After a nervous glance Jessica’s way, she licked her lips and said, “Yeah, I know because she told me right before she attacked me.”

	Alice laughed. “You stupid cow. You shouldn’t make shit up based on shit you don’t know directly. She killed Lucy last night because I told her to do it. Now, I can’t totally blame you. You weren’t here and you thought you were getting justified revenge for your friend’s death. That much I could forgive. But I know you’re just making shit up and lying to me. I don’t like it when bitches lie to me, Shonda.”

	Shonda sniffled as moisture welled in her eyes. “Please forgive me. I’ll do anything. Just tell me what I can do to make it right.”

	Alice stared at her silently a moment before saying, “I’m going to let you live.”

	Tears spilled down Shonda’s face. “Oh, thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you. You won’t regret it. I promise.”

	Alice smirked. “I know I won’t. Now go sit over there.” She indicated a little card table with a tilt of her head, watching as Shonda immediately complied with this directive. To Jessica, the malice in the woman’s tone was obvious. Shonda, though, wasn’t hearing it, probably because her relief at avoiding an immediate death sentence was so great. “Good. Now put your hand on the table. No, not like that. Palm down, with the fingers spread. Yeah, like that. Good girl.”

	The wariness returned to Shonda’s eyes. “Boss…why am I doing this?”

	Rather than answering directly, Alice glanced at Jessica and said, “Get behind her. Make sure she doesn’t move or get up.”

	Jessica rose from the futon and positioned herself behind Shonda, placing her hands firmly on the woman’s trembling shoulders. She said nothing and waited for Alice to get on with whatever she had in mind here.

	Alice went over to the creaky old steamer trunk and opened the lid. There was a loud squeal as the ancient hinges protested. Alice reached inside it, sorted through some items, and came out with a meat cleaver. She smiled as she turned away from the steamer trunk and showed it to them.

	Shonda shook her head. “No. Please. Don’t. This isn’t fair.”

	Alice laughed. “Give her a smack, Jess.”

	Jessica swatted Shonda, making her yelp in pain. She derived no pleasure from it. This was just what she had to do in this situation.

	Alice came closer, brandishing the heavy blade. “Don’t talk to me about fair, you fucking liar. I’m sparing your life. It doesn’t get any fucking fairer than that after what you’ve done. But, bitch, that kind of mercy doesn’t come without a price. And that price is two of your fucking fingers.”

	Shonda squealed and tried to rise up out of the chair, but Jessica gave her head another, harder swat and pushed her back down.

	Alice smiled. “Hold that bitch in place, Jess.”

	Jessica hooked an arm around Shonda’s neck and leaned into her as she reached out and grasped the woman’s wrist with her other hand, forcing her to keep her hand on the table. Shonda squirmed violently in her grip, but Jessica’s hold on her was secure and unyielding as Alice came closer still, raising the blade above her head.

	Tears were again streaming down Shonda’s face. “Please don’t do this. I’m begging you. I’ll do anything.”

	Alice laughed. “I bet you would. But right now you’re gonna scream.”

	Shonda screamed.

	The blade came down hard, punching through flesh and bone before becoming embedded in the thin surface of the table. Alice yanked the blade free and swept the severed fingers away as blood jetted from the stumps.

	“Oops.” She giggled as Shonda continued to scream. “I apologize. Looks like my aim was off. I took three fingers instead of two.”

	Shonda kept on screaming.

	Tiring of the sound, Alice rolled her eyes and said, “Jess, shut her up, please. And when you’re done, maybe go get one of the guards and have this useless whore hauled off to the infirmary.”

	Jessica nodded and choked Shonda into unconsciousness. Once she’d accomplished this task, she left Alice alone with her mutilated underling and went off in search of a guard. It took her a while to find one, additional evidence of an accelerating state of disarray at the prison. She hadn’t known whether to entirely trust the information passed down to Alice by Lucy and the guard last night, but she was starting believe it.

	Prison 13 was unraveling.
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	Despite the many unexpected indignities she’d been subjected to the night before, Livia Collins reported to work at the infirmary on time, same as always. She did not, however, do much in the way of actual work once she got there, other than checking on Spider and changing out the empty drip bags hanging from the pole by her bed. The tiny, busted-up woman was the infirmary’s only current patient, one she was not allowed to harm.

	Instead she sat at her desk at the back of the infirmary and stared blankly at her monitor screen. Displayed on the screen was a screensaver with an oscillating, multi-colored pattern. Like all other tech devices used by anyone other than upper echelon staff, her work computer had no internet access. She could only use the internal intranet and there was nothing much of interest on it.

	As Livia sat there and continued to wallow in the shame and anger she felt over last night’s humiliations, she wished she possessed advanced tech or hacker skills. She would figure a way to get on the real web and spread the word about Prison 13. She’d be a whistleblower, like that Edward Snowden guy, only way more of a big deal because what went on here was far more fucked-up than all that surveillance crap. She smiled grimly as she pictured herself reaching out to major media sources and passing along documentation and photographic proof to back up her bombshell claims. It would be huge, scandalous news. Lots of powerful people with a lot to lose had connections to Prison 13.

	After getting herself all worked up envisioning the fallout from the imagined revelations, Livia heaved a sigh and shook her head. She would never do such a thing, even if she possessed the necessary skills. In truth, she had as much to lose as anyone else if what went on here was exposed to the world.

	The double doors at the other end of the infirmary banged open about an hour after her arrival, bringing merciful distraction from her inner torment. A solitary guard wheeled in a new patient on a gurney. This in itself was unusual. The guards usually worked in pairs when wheeling in fresh meat. It was just standard protocol, but the gurneys weren’t so unwieldy that one person couldn’t do the job easily enough.

	She forgot all about this deviation from the norm when she got a look at the patient on the gurney. It was one of the top girls from what had been the prison’s most feared gang until the recent rise of the Frauenschaft.

	Based on an initial inspection of the wounds and a knowledge of the gang’s less than friendly relationship with the Frauenschaft, she had a hunch about what had happened. “Blondie here had a run-in with those Nazi bitches, I take it.”

	The guard was a tall one named Ted. She’d always thought him a bit of a weirdo, even judged against the prison’s admittedly elevated standard of weirdness. He smiled in his usual slimy way and said, “Nah. This was something else.” He grunted as he transferred the semi-conscious woman from the gurney to a bed. “She crossed somebody else she shouldn’t have crossed.”

	Livia frowned. “How can you be so sure?”

	He shrugged as he cuffed the woman’s wrists to the bedrails. “Just am.”

	“How certain are you?”

	He chuckled. “Dead certain.”

	Livia rolled her eyes and waggled her fingers at him. “Okay, whatever. You can run along now. I’ll take it from here.”

	Ted chuckled again and winked as he turned away from her and headed out of the infirmary, rolling the now empty gurney ahead of him. A look of distaste crossed Livia’s face as she watched the weird guard disappear through the swinging double doors.

	Once he was gone, she turned her attention back to her new patient. The woman stared up at her through bleary eyes and spoke softly. “Please…help…”

	Livia unwrapped the bloody rag that had been tied around the woman’s mutilated hand. Blood continued to trickle from the finger stumps, staining the white bedsheet beneath her. Livia probed one of the stumps with her thumb, smiling at the way this made the woman squeal in agony. “Look at the mess you’re making, pig. You fucking worthless slut. Don’t you have any respect for other people’s property?”

	She probed harder with her thumb.

	The woman screamed.

	Livia’s features rearranged in an expression of faux-concern. “Aw, does that hurt? We’ll just have to close that wound. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of that in a jiffy.”

	She went to a shelf overlooking her desk and took down what had long been one of her favorite work tools, though it’d been a while since she’d last made good use of it. This struck her as a prime opportunity to address that deficiency.

	The new patient screamed again when Livia appeared by her beside with the acetylene torch. She jerked against the cuffs securing her wrists to the bedrails and continued to scream as Livia started the torch.

	Livia leered at her. “This may sting a bit.”

	She applied the tiny, focused flame to the first of the finger stumps. The way the flesh first blistered and bubbled before turning black was as beautiful as always. Of course, the extraordinary pain meant the woman was unable to keep still as Livia cauterized her wounds. This resulted in other parts of her hand getting singed by the flames. This was okay with Livia. She could never get enough of watching human flesh melt. Of all the ways a human body could be marred or deconstructed, this was one of the most visually satisfying.

	On the other hand, it did stir anew those unpleasant memories from last night. The inferno oven itself had been a delight. The forced immolation of all those screaming men and women was the most breathtakingly awe-inspiring spectacle of mass carnage she’d ever had the privilege to witness in person. It was just unfortunate that such an incredible experience would forever be tarnished in her memory by the way she’d been treated.

	Her original intent was to return the acetylene torch to the shelf once she was finished cauterizing these wounds. However, with her anger surging back to the surface, she opted to inflict more pain on her new patient. It occurred to her this could be viewed as a kind of transference therapy, a shifting of pain from one person to another. There was an element of transformation as well, of course, mental suffering made physical.

	Livia smiled as the woman wept and trembled. “Thank you for being here today. I really needed this.”

	She cut open the woman’s shirt with a scalpel and then removed it, tossing the flimsy scrap of fabric in a waste bin. The woman shook her head and sniffled as she muttered more barely coherent pleas for mercy. Livia ignored them all and started the torch again, applying the flame this time to a nipple.

	The woman bucked against her bonds and screamed louder than ever. On a whim, Livia stuck the flame in the woman’s open mouth. It was only in the orifice for a moment as the woman gurgled and wrenched her head away, but the look of wide-eyed, disbelieving horror that had twisted her strained features had been reward enough for Livia. She was having fun now, all thought of her wounded pride temporarily set aside.

	She shifted her attention to the woman’s other breast, using the torch to reduce the nipple to a blackened nub. Once this was accomplished, she held the torch above the woman’s belly as she traced a line of fire all the way down to her waist. The next stage of this process of disfiguration would have involved the vagina, but before that could happen the double doors at the other end of the infirmary again banged open.

	Livia cut off the torch and glanced that way, wincing as she saw Dr. Woronov come into the infirmary. The woman entered wearing her usual white lab coat over a dark-colored dress. She had a doughnut wrapped in a napkin in one hand and a paper cup of coffee with a plastic lid in the other, items procured from the staff housing cafeteria. As the doors swung shut behind her, she first took a bite of the doughnut and followed it up with a sip of the coffee.

	She smiled when she saw Livia. “There you are, dog. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you all morning.”

	Livia frowned. “Don’t call me that.”

	A look of mock-innocence crossed the doctor’s face as she came closer and took a look at the softly moaning patient. “You sound upset, dog. Why would that be?”

	She laughed as she leaned over the bed and examined the woman’s fresh scars.

	Livia’s grip tightened on the torch. “Don’t talk to me like that.”

	Dr. Woronov took another bite of her doughnut and looked at her nurse. She was still smiling, but now there was a pronounced tinge of smugness in the expression. “I’ll talk to you any way I please, dog. And I’d watch that tongue of yours. I don’t like your tone. My friend the warden probably wouldn’t like to hear that you’re having attitude issues.”

	“You and the warden can both fuck off.”

	The doctor’s smile faded. “I’m surprised at you, Livia. I’d thought you’d finally learned a long overdue lesson about your place in the scheme of things last night.”

	“Meaning what?”

	The doctor smirked. “Meaning that you are not my equal, you silly, dumb little bitch.” She laughed. “Oh, there it is again. That look of hurt. I loved seeing it last night and it’s no less enjoyable this morning. For too long, you’ve assumed we’re essentially on the same level, but now you know we’re not. I’m important. You’re the opposite of important. What you do here doesn’t matter. You’re as inconsequential as a fucking janitor.”

	Livia was stunned by the level of rancor in the doctor’s speech, which had grown more heated with each word. In all those months they’d spent as frequent bed partners, she’d never sensed the woman harbored feelings remotely like what she was expressing now. Either she’d hidden them well or they had developed recently. Livia’s money was on the former, because the heated words made it sound as if she’d been working herself up to this for a while.

	The doctor nodded. “Speechless in the face of the hard fucking truth. You really are pathetic.”

	Livia leaned over the bed and grabbed the doctor’s shirt with her free hand, pulling her across the bed. Next she pressed the nozzle of the torch against the woman’s face and triggered the flame. The doctor dropped her coffee and doughnut as she screamed and writhed in Livia’s unyielding grip. The lid of the paper cup came off as it struck the patient’s exposed belly, dumping hot coffee on recently burned flesh. This resulted in more screams. Livia welcomed the sound. The more pain she could cause this morning, the better.

	The flame burned a hole right through the doctor’s cheek and scalded the flesh inside her mouth. She staggered backward as Livia let go of her, crashing into the bed behind her before dropping to the floor. By the time Livia made it around to the other side of her new patient’s bed, the doctor was making a shaky attempt to get to her feet.

	Livia smashed the steel barrel of the torch against the side of the doctor’s head, knocking her down again. Before she could make another attempt to get up, Livia pinned her to the floor and repeatedly smashed the torch against the top of her head. Woronov clawed weakly at Livia as the attack continued, but to no effect. Her hands fell limp at her sides as she slipped into a state of semi-consciousness.

	Once she finally ceased smashing the woman’s head with the torch, Livia let out a breath and studied her slack, drooling features. The enormity of what she’d done hit her after just a few moments. This wasn’t some low-level employee she’d attacked. It was an apparent member of the warden’s inner circle. Covering up what she’d done wouldn’t be easy. It might even be impossible.

	Beginning to panic, Livia got to her feet and backed away from the doctor’s slumped form. Dr. Woronov was sitting with her back against the wall, blood leaking from numerous gashes in her scalp. The torch wasn’t quite heavy enough to effectively bash the woman’s brains in, but she was definitely hurting. Deciding on a believable cover story would have to wait. The job of killing the bitch needed finishing first.

	She hurried out of the infirmary, glancing both ways down the hallway as she came through the double doors. No one was around. Spying a large, overstuffed garbage can sitting against the wall opposite the janitorial supply closet, she ran in that direction. Once she got there, she removed the lid from the can and plunged the blood-stained torch deep into the mass of refuse.

	After replacing the lid, she hurried back to the infirmary and noted with a sigh of relief that Dr. Woronov was still sitting slumped against the wall. She was semi-conscious but insensible, moaning weakly as she struggled and failed to utter coherent words. This was good. She wouldn’t be able to put up much of a fight for this last part of it.

	Livia fetched a fresh scalpel from her supply cart, seized the doctor by the collar of her lab coat, and dragged her out into the open space between the rows of mostly empty beds. She flipped the woman onto her stomach, planted a knee in the small of her back to hold her down, and cut her throat with the scalpel. A rapidly forming pool of blood spread out around the doctor’s head. Livia was on her feet and backing away before it could touch her.

	The doctor was dead.

	Livia allowed herself a single moment of primal satisfaction. Then she started freaking out a bit, muttering to herself as she paced back and forth. She hadn’t been thinking straight through any of this, instead acting on instinct and allowing raw hatred to steer her actions.

	Now she was rethinking some things. Not the murder itself. That was done. Nothing she could do about it and good riddance to that cunt, anyway. Instead she was wondering if there’d been any point in taking the time to hide the torch. Wouldn’t a missing blunt instrument be more suspicious than one that’d been discarded on the floor?

	She didn’t know. She’d never had to hurriedly cover up a messy crime scene before. With the patients, it was so different. She could torture and kill them all she wanted and there would never be any adverse consequences. It was just her job, after all. If anyone doubted whatever story she concocted, she could get in serious trouble for this. An understatement of massive proportions.

	I don’t want to die, she thought. Not now. Not ever.

	The situation was further complicated by the knowledge that someone might come along at any moment. They would demand an explanation she didn’t have yet. She looked at the bloody scalpel still clutched in her hand and felt stupid. Being caught with the instrument of the doctor’s death in her hand would be tantamount to suicide.

	She was about to dump it in a biohazard bin when she belatedly noted that Lenore Flanagan, aka Spider, was awake and watching her.

	Fuck, Livia thought. Now I’ve gotta kill her, too.

	The warden would be extra pissed about that, having requested that extraordinary measures be taken to save her life. But she had no choice. She had to assume the woman had seen everything.

	She had to die.

	Livia took a step in her direction, carefully avoiding the still spreading pool of blood.

	Spider lifted her head off the pillow and stared evenly at the nurse. “The Frauenschaft did it.”

	Livia stopped in her tracks. “What did you say?”

	Spider nodded. “The Frauenschaft did it. I saw everything. I can even describe the bitches who did it.”

	Livia held the woman’s gaze for a long moment. The wheels were spinning fast in her head. She had no reason to trust this woman, but something in her expression—in that unwavering gaze—caused her to take an impulsive leap of faith.

	She veered off toward the biohazard bin, dumped the scalpel in it, and calmly approached Spider, folding her arms beneath her breasts as she came to a stop at her bedside. “Tell me what you saw. Every detail.”

	Spider smiled.

	And then she began to spin a story.

	 


 

	 

	 

	26.

	 

	 

	The screen went dark and the warden stared at it for several moments with a mounting sense of frustration and worry. Upon returning to her quarters the night before, she’d sent an encrypted request for a special video session with the shadow council. This morning she learned the request had been granted.

	She appeared promptly before the hidden monitor at the appointed time with the expectation of receiving the full and immediate backing of her superiors. Something was wrong at Prison 13, something that had come about with shocking swiftness, and she needed their help in getting a handle on it before the situation spiraled out of control.

	The council listened to her account of the insolent behavior of a top-ranking member of the Frauenschaft in silence for roughly a full minute before cutting her short.

	“We are aware of what’s happening,” a robot-like voice intoned, crackling through the speaker. “We are monitoring the situation from the inside. Rest assured, we have everything under control. There is nothing to worry about. Good day, warden.”

	And that was when the screen went black.

	Ms. Wickman couldn’t believe it. She’d never been treated with such extreme curtness by the shadow council. The sheer lack of basic courtesy and respect was galling. Worse than that, it did not bode well for her future at the prison. The abrupt and dizzying turn in her fortunes was mind-boggling. She couldn’t begin to fathom what was behind it, knowing only that it was, in fact, happening. She didn’t care for this hard truth, but denying it would do her no good.

	She had to start thinking about self-preservation. A rapid exit plan would have to be crafted. Thinking about it now, she was angry at herself for not already having one in place as a basic contingency. It just hadn’t seemed necessary. She’d felt so secure while wrapped in her illusion of total control and authority and now she was paying the price for that complacency.

	But before starting work on how to get out, she would make one final attempt to somehow turn the tide and bring things back under control. To this end, the first thing she needed to do was talk things over with Helga. The vice-warden might be the only person left she could still fully trust. Perhaps together they could brainstorm a solution. If not, they could collaborate on an exit plan. About one thing Ms. Wickman was absolutely certain—if flight became an absolute necessity, she would take her perfect Aryan goddess with her.

	She left her quarters and returned to her office, where she used her desk phone to summon the vice-warden. Helga was still in her room at the time of the call. She sounded distracted on the phone. When asked about this, she claimed she was still fighting off the effects of last night’s drinking. She took a moment to respond when informed Ms. Wickman would need to see her in her office immediately. The brief hesitation made the warden frown until Helga broke the silence by saying, “Yes, of course. I’ll see you soon.”

	“I need you here within fifteen minutes.”

	“I’ll be there.”

	Helga broke the connection. Ms. Wickman frowned as she replaced the receiver and stared at it.

	The knock on her door came almost precisely nineteen minutes after the end of the phone conversation. Ms. Wickman knew because she’d been watching her desktop clock the whole time.

	“Come in,” she said, trying not to sound too peeved.

	The door opened and Helga came into the office. A guard in SS black pulled it shut behind her. Helga was dressed in her usual full Nazi regalia, though the warden was sure no actual Nazi officer had ever worn stiletto heels and sexy stockings with the uniform. Despite her claims of being hampered by morning-after hangover effects, she looked as stunningly put together as always. Even the age lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth were invisible, so she’d had time to apply makeup with expert care rather than haphazardly.

	Ms. Wickman frowned as Helga settled into the chair directly opposite the desk and crossed her long legs in her usual elegant way. “You’re looking well this morning.”

	Helga shrugged, smiling faintly. “I’ve felt better. I actually feel kind of like crap, but…” Here she paused to wave a hand in front of her face. “I’m a master illusionist when it comes to cosmetics.”

	Ms. Wickman nodded. This was an acceptable explanation that fit the facts as she knew them. There was still no good reason to doubt her one true confidante. 

	“What I’m about to tell you has to be kept in the strictest confidence. I mean it, Helga. Can I trust you?”

	The vice-warden shifted slightly in the chair, leaning forward as she said, “Of course. Always. You know that. What’s going on?”

	The look on her face was sincerity itself, but something about the expression felt a little too studied. A little too…precise. The look on her face was a mask. She was hiding something, but this in itself wasn’t sinister. It might only be that she already had a strong inkling regarding what her boss was about to say. The truth was almost certainly as simple as that. She couldn’t allow paranoia to get the best of her.

	“Does anything strike you as odd about recent developments?”

	Helga leaned back again, lacing the fingers of her hands together in her lap. “Odd?” She tilted her head a moment, arching an eyebrow as if thinking about it. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

	Ms. Wickman’s eyes narrowed to puzzled slits as she stared back at the vice-warden. “You don’t?”

	Helga shrugged. “I suppose you’re referring to the shadow council’s recent Frauenschaft directive.”

	“Of course that’s what I’m referring to. What else?”

	Helga shrugged again. “It’s a change from previous policy, but I don’t see it as odd.”

	“You don’t?” the warden asked, deadpan.

	“No.”

	A silence stretched out after that, one verging on uncomfortable as the two women stared at each other. Uncomfortable for the warden, that is. Helga’s expression remained somewhat guarded, but there was something weirdly serene in her tone.

	Ms. Wickman cleared her throat. “Helga, I need you to be completely honest here. Do you know something I don’t?”

	Another puzzled expression crossed the vice-warden’s face. Again, the confusion the look was intended to convey did not seem genuine. “No, Evelyn. I don’t. I have to assume there’s a good reason behind the shadow council’s directive.” She shrugged. “What choice do we have but to trust them?”

	Ms. Wickman stared at Helga another long, silent moment. She sighed. “I need you to do something for me.”

	Helga smiled. “Of course. I’m happy to help any way I can. As always.”

	Now it was Ms. Wickman who smiled, an expression that belied a deepening inner frostiness. “I don’t require any help at the moment. In fact, I’m sure you’re probably right about everything. There’s nothing to worry about. Thank you for reassuring me on that count.”

	The vice-warden’s expression turned somber. “Good. And I hope you know you can always confide in me. But…you said you needed me to do something for you? If you don’t need any help…”

	Ms. Wickman nodded. “What I need you to do, Helga, is remove every stitch of your clothing. Do it now and be quick about it.”

	Helga’s smile was back. “Of course. It’s been a while since we had some time alone.”

	She rose from the chair and began to disrobe. She took her time about it, doing it teasingly, the way she knew the warden liked it. When she ceased removing garments, she was still in her heels and stockings and the SS hat was still perched atop her head. Again, she knew this was as her boss normally liked it when they were about to have sex.

	But Ms. Wickman shook her head. “No, Helga. All of it. Every last stitch. The stupid fucking hat, too.”

	Helga frowned, taken aback by the warden’s harsh tone and phrasing. “But--”

	“Do it!” Ms. Wickman roared at her underling, raw fury roiling inside her. “Do it now or pay the fucking price!”

	In fact, the warden had already decided the vice-warden was about to face a harsh punishment. Something had changed since last night. Something significant. Something she was trying to hide.

	And Ms. Wickman meant to find out what it was.

	Helga glanced over her shoulder at the closed door.

	“Help won’t be coming,” the warden snapped as she took a gun from the top drawer of the desk and pointed it at Helga. “Go for that sidearm and you’re dead. Understand?”

	Helga’s 9mm pistol was in its holster on the floor, set atop the pile of discarded clothes. It was effectively out of reach. For the first time, she was starting to look scared. At last she managed to put forth some semblance of composure and said, “I don’t understand what’s happening here, but I’ll do as you say.”

	Ms. Wickman sneered. “Like hell you don’t understand.”

	Helga said nothing further as she stepped out of her shoes and peeled off the stockings. She tossed the hat on the chair and stood completely naked before the warden.

	Ms. Wickman smiled. “Good. Now close your eyes.”

	Helga frowned. “But--”

	“Do it.”

	Her icy tone brooked no defiance. Sighing in resignation, Helga closed her eyes.

	Ms. Wickman went to a cabinet against the wall to her right and opened it, removing a long whip from a hook. She closed the cabinet and moved closer to Helga, taking a moment to kick the holstered 9mm farther out of the way, under her desk.

	Helga was trembling. “I don’t know what you think I’ve done, but--”

	“Shut up.”

	The first lash of the whip caught her across the breasts. Helga’s eyes came open and she screamed as the pain ripped through her. The force of the lash hadn’t been sufficient to open her flesh. Ms. Wickman’s fury was considerable, but she didn’t yet want to ruin her vice-warden’s perfect body. A part of her was still holding out hope of bringing her back into line and taking her with her when the time came to flee this place.

	Another part of her, however, understood how futile a hope this was. Whatever she was hiding almost certainly meant Helga was already lost to her. The realization added fuel to her rage as she lashed Helga with the whip several more times. The restraint she’d employed initially was soon abandoned as she wielded the whip with increasing force. Bloody lines in her flesh appeared in several places where the whip hit her.

	It wasn’t long before Helga, overwhelmed by the savagery of the assault, collapsed to the floor. She remained right there, sobbing and trembling, as the warden continued to lash her back and the backs of her legs with the whip.

	When the fury had at last drained out of her, Ms. Wickman returned the whip to the cabinet and stared for a time at the twitching, blood-smeared form of Helga Von Trammpe. The woman looked pitiful. In no way did she resemble her usual, supremely confident self.

	Now that she’d purged some of her rage, the warden felt a twinge of regret. But only a twinge. Helga looked bad right now, but none of the damage was anything like life-threatening. And her goddess-like face had escaped the attack unmarred. She would be okay.

	Eventually. Maybe.

	If she allowed it.

	Ms. Wickman smiled. “There. Hopefully you’ve learned from this. Never keep anything from me, Helga. Never. You won’t in the future…will you?”

	Helga sniffled. “N-n-n…no…”

	“Good. Now tell me everything you know. If I’m satisfied that you’re telling the truth—the whole truth—I’ll allow you to clean up and get dressed. How does that sound?”

	Another sniffle. “G-g…good.”

	“Excellent. Start talking.”

	Helga talked. She told the truth.

	When she had finished, Ms. Wickman spent some time thinking about it. Based on what she now knew, she couldn’t allow Helga to leave. She would immediately report this incident to Ms. Ludmire and that would not be good news, to say the least, for Ms. Wickman, who hadn’t even known the shadow council liaison was on the premises. That fact alone told her how sharply her stock had abruptly fallen with the Order of the Dragon. The woman must be the visiting VIP the council had told her to expect, only they’d opted not to inform the warden of her arrival. It was also quite chilling that no one on her staff had told her about it.

	After dragging the semi-conscious Helga into her living quarters and securing her there, she returned to her office and made a call. When it was answered, she said, “Have Jessica Sloan brought to my office.”
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	With Lucy and Shonda out of the picture, Alice Kincaid’s black market operation was in need of some new muscle at the top. Naming Jessica as her new number two only partly filled the void. Given how powerful and brazen the Frauenschaft had become in so short a time, selecting additional capable replacements was essential.

	However, based on what she was seeing so far, Alice was thinking she’d possibly acted too hastily in eliminating women as tough, smart, and motivated as Shonda and Lucy. A short while ago, she’d summoned two young women to her cell. Their names were Stacy and Anna. Stacy was rail-thin and had long honey-blonde hair that reached the middle of her back. Anna had short black hair and a septum piercing. She also had a scar along her chin that made her look tougher than she probably was.

	Both women had served in her organization as low-level distributors for several months. Most inmates their age were relative newcomers to Prison 13, but these girls were exceptions to that rule. Stacy had arrived the day after her eighteenth birthday, two years ago. Anna had been at the prison almost as long. They therefore had some level of prison savvy and had no known ties to other gangs. Also, Alice’s former lieutenants had vouched for them in the past.

	Unfortunately, now that she’d had a chance to speak to them at length, it was clear they didn’t belong anywhere near the top of the gang’s power structure. Describing them as “dumb” wouldn’t be quite accurate, but they didn’t have anything like the kind of mental sharpness the job required. Their answers to her questions were slow and halting, filled with too many “ums” and “uhs”.

	Another thing that bothered Alice was their looks. They weren’t ugly. Not at all. However, neither girl possessed the kind of knockout hotness of her former top girls. Having Lucy and Shonda accompanying her at all times had projected an image and message she liked, one that said, “We’re better than the rest of you and don’t you ever forget it.” It’d made her feel like a Hollywood star strutting around with her entourage.

	Okay, so she was in a situation where strength and tactical considerations were more important than image, but she again couldn’t help lamenting what she’d lost.

	She sent the girls away with a promise to get back to them soon. Once they were gone, she pulled the privacy sheet back into place and had a talk with Jessica, who’d sat in as an observer during the interview.

	“So what do you think?”

	Jessica was leaning against the wall near the steamer trunk. “I think you need to keep looking. Chicks like that are okay as ground-level grunts, but you can’t entrust them with the complicated shit.”

	Alice frowned. “You’re right. I know. The problem is I don’t know if there are any better candidates. These were two of the best, according to…well, you know.”

	Jessica pushed away from the wall and stretched, letting out a groan as she allowed her arms to fall back to her sides. “You’re in a tough spot. You need new muscle around you fast. Those girls may not be the sharpest tools in the box, but they’re seasoned inmates. You may want to keep them close until you can find better people.”

	Alice grunted. “If I find better people, you mean.”

	Jessica nodded. “Right.”

	“Because if what we’re hearing is right, things are gonna blow up around here sooner rather than later.”

	Jessica shrugged. “All the more reason to bring these girls in temporarily. You’re a target, especially with things so unsettled here.”

	Alice rose from the futon and approached Jessica. “Good advice. I’ve maybe made some mistakes over the last twenty-four hours, but bringing you into my thing here wasn’t one of them. You’re better than Lucy and Shonda combined.”

	Jessica smiled. “Thank you.”

	“Which is why I’m gonna want you by my side from here on out.”

	“I’ll have to go back to my cell at lights out.”

	Alice shook her head. “No, you won’t. You’ll stay here from now on. I’ll have Sam take care of the official side of it.”

	“And how is he able to do that?’

	“By accessing the prison’s database and changing the cell assignment.”

	“As simple as that?”

	Alice nodded. “Yep.”

	Jessica grunted. “Allowing a guard that kind of records access seems kind of slipshod from a security standpoint. It may be a symptom of a larger systemic flaw.”

	Alice laughed. “Yeah, and maybe that’s got something to do with the so-called ‘big change’ coming.”

	“Possible.” Jessica pursed her lips a moment, thinking about it. “Listen, this guard friend of yours, how far does his access extend?”

	“What do you mean?”

	Jessica glanced at the privacy curtain, as if worried about possible eavesdroppers. Her gaze shifted back to Alice as she said, “Somewhere on the grounds of this place is the means to leave and travel to the outside world. A heliport or runway strip. Something. Do you think Sam could get us to that place? You told me last night you thought he might eventually be your ticket out of here.”

	Alice frowned. “Yeah, I did, but I don’t know. I’ve asked him about shit like that a bunch of times, but he’s always been pretty tight-lipped about it. I can manipulate the hell out of him about most things, but so far that’s been the one way he’s held the line as far as duty goes. But maybe, if he’s afraid enough of whatever’s about to happen, I can work on him again and change all that.”

	Jessica nodded. “Good. Because if you can make that happen, I can get us out of here. All we have to do is get to that heliport or air strip.”

	“You can fly a helicopter?”

	“Yes,” Jessica said, nodding again. “And a plane.”

	“So you were, what, a pilot out in the real world?”

	Jessica shook her head. “Not by profession. These were things I learned in the military.”

	“You were a soldier?”

	“At first, but I was eventually recruited into a black ops outfit.”

	Alice frowned. “Black ops?”

	“I traveled around the world killing people the US government considered inconvenient.”

	On the surface, this sounded like the kind of boastful bullshit Alice heard from other inmates on a daily basis. They all claimed to be something a little more special than what they actually were. Lucy, for instance, had insisted she was the illegitimate daughter of a has-been rock and roll singer named Kyle Bile. Maybe it was true and maybe it wasn’t. Alice had her doubts. But she didn’t have those doubts in this case. There was an air of authenticity about Jessica that was hard to fake.

	She smiled. “Even more reason to keep you by my side at all times.”

	Jessica looked like she was about to say something else, but that was when they heard heavy footsteps approaching on the landing outside. There was a jackboot quality to the sound, a precision that made Alice think of soldiers marching in lockstep rather than guards.

	The sound came to an abrupt stop right outside the cell. When that happened, a knot of dread formed in Alice’s stomach. Something bad was about to happen. A sense that it was something she was unprepared for gripped her, stoking her fear.

	This impression was verified as the privacy curtain was swept aside and she saw a trio of men in black SS uniforms standing outside the cell. Two of the men carried machine guns with straps slung over their shoulders. These men stood to the rear of the third man, who wore the insignia of an officer.

	The officer cast a fleeting glance at Alice before focusing on Jessica. “You are Jessica Sloan.”

	A statement, not a question.

	Jessica nodded. Strangely, she did not seem rattled by this development. Not outwardly, anyway. Despite her fear, Alice was in awe. The woman had ice flowing in her veins.

	“You’re to come with us.”

	“Okay.”

	As simple as that, no inflection of fear at all in her tone. She remained outwardly calm as she walked out of the cell and joined the men on the landing. On the way out, she directed a seemingly casual glance in Alice’s direction. Her expression was blank, but Alice thought she read a message in the woman’s eyes.

	Stay calm, that message said. I’ll be back as soon as I can.

	For her own sake, Alice hoped that was true.
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	Despite projecting her standard outward appearance of perfect calm, Jessica Sloan felt a substantial level of trepidation as she was admitted to the warden’s office. The last time she’d been in the woman’s presence, she had endured repeated sexual assaults while being choked to the point of near-unconsciousness several times. This time, however, there was no sign of Helga, the warden’s long-legged assistant, the one who’d done most of the dirty work on that occasion.

	After she was ushered into the office, the warden asked the man dressed as an SS officer—and the men with him—to wait outside in the hallway until her meeting with the inmate was finished.

	The officer acknowledged this with a curt nod. “Of course, madam. We shall await your instructions.”

	“Thank you.”

	And then the men were gone and Jessica heard a click as the warden triggered a locking mechanism with a hidden button. The woman was sitting behind her big desk. As before, her hair was gathered in a bun at the back of her head, lending her not-unattractive features a somewhat severe aspect. Clad in a surprisingly conservative-looking black dress, Jessica thought she looked like the sinister headmistress of a haunted Catholic boarding school.

	Jessica couldn’t resist sharing the impression. “You look like the headmistress of a haunted Catholic boarding school.”

	The warden smiled thinly. “How unusually insightful. In fact, I have been that very thing at a distant point in the past. Perhaps you are the reincarnation of one of my girls from that time.”

	Jessica stared evenly back at the woman, trying to gauge whether she was joking.

	Didn’t seem like it.

	The warden indicated the empty chair in front of the desk with the wave of a hand. “Please. Sit.”

	Before she sat, Jessica couldn’t help noticing the blood stains on the floor. Given the nature of this institution, the possibility that other women had been tortured and perhaps even killed in this room came as no surprise. But these stains looked fresh, despite a hurried and imperfect attempt to scrub them away.

	After lowering herself into the chair, she asked, “So where’s that fucking Ilsa wannabe from last time?”

	The warden’s thin smile faded. “She’s…indisposed.”

	There was something in the way the woman said that last word that aroused Jessica’s suspicions. Her inflection was the same as if she’d said, “She’s dead.” Maybe the hidden meaning wasn’t quite that dire, but Jessica had no doubt there was a hidden meaning of some kind. Also, she was trying to hide it, but something was off about the woman’s overall demeanor. She was trying maybe a little too hard to convey a sense of normal officiousness, of having things perfectly under control, when the truth was probably the opposite of that.

	This was an interesting thing to see. It wasn’t exactly confirmation of the rumored “big change” on the horizon, but it did lend the idea extra credence.

	Jessica cleared her throat. “I see. So why am I here?”

	The woman stared back at her a moment longer, not saying anything. An internal struggle of some kind was going on behind those cold, dark eyes. At last, opting against an immediate verbal response, the warden rose from her chair and approached a cabinet. She opened it and took down a bottle of whiskey and two glasses. Instead of returning to the high-backed leather chair behind her desk, she leaned against the front of the desk and set the glasses on its surface.

	“I feel like you and I got off on the wrong foot, Jessica Sloan.”

	Jessica grunted, watching as the warden poured a generous measure of whiskey into each glass. “That’s one way of putting it.”

	The warden offered one of the glasses to Jessica, who leaned forward to accept it.

	“You were treated roughly,” the warden said, still leaning against the desk. “You were brutalized, admittedly.” She shrugged. “It’s the way of things here. I don’t expect you to forgive me, nor am I seeking your forgiveness.” Here she paused to take a big gulp of whiskey. “However, if you are able to set aside any raw feelings caused by the way we dealt with you initially, I have a proposal for you, one potentially of considerable mutual benefit.”

	Jessica took a small sip of whiskey. “I’m listening.”

	The warden hesitated another moment before replying, chewing her bottom lip as she appeared to weigh her next words. Jessica had the feeling the woman’s internal debate regarding whether to even say what was on her mind continued right up until the moment she actually said it.

	The warden cleared her throat and shifted her ass against the edge of the desk, everything in her manner now conveying nervousness. She heaved a breath and said, “How would you like to get out of here?”

	“Out of here?”

	The warden smiled faintly and took another sip of whiskey before saying, “Out of here.” She raised her free hand and made an extravagant waving motion. “Out of Prison 13.”

	“You and me. Together.”

	The warden nodded, a new glint of eagerness in her eyes. An excitement had flared within her now that she’d spoken the words.

	And there was an underlying element—fear.

	Curiouser and curiouser, Jessica thought.

	“I thought the only way out of here for inmates was in a pine box.”

	The warden surprised her with a laugh. “Not even that. Normally the only exit for someone like you would be via a plume of black smoke, belched out by the smokestack in the crematorium.”

	Jessica glanced at her glass of whiskey, opting against another sip before again meeting the warden’s gaze. “And just to be clear, you’re talking about an escape. I’d get out alive.”

	That new eagerness in the woman’s eyes intensified. “Yes.”

	“Interesting. Why would you need to escape? You’re the boss here. This is your domain. Why would you want to get out? And why would you need the help of an inmate?

	The warden sighed. “Because, quite unexpectedly, a change is in the air. An ill wind blows, one that does not bode well for me. I have been guilty of complacency before and, in the interest of self-preservation, I don’t want to commit that sin again. I want to take action preemptively rather than waiting for events to force my hand.”

	Jessica thought about it a moment. Everything she was hearing was in perfect alignment with the rumors passed down to Alice by the guards. Upon first hearing those, Jessica had thought them slightly hysterical and exaggerated, which was the nature of rumors in environments such as this one. Things she’d witnessed on D-Block since last night had done much to sway her opinion in the other direction. The warden’s revelations pretty much confirmed the reality behind the rumors.

	“Okay. I’m in.”

	The warden’s brow creased as her expression registered a slight surprise. “Really? I thought you’d need more convincing.”

	Jessica shook her head. “I don’t have much to lose by going along with you, warden.”

	The warden smiled. “Please call me Evelyn. Now that we’re allies, we should be on a first name basis.”

	Jessica smiled.

	Like fuck we’re allies, bitch.

	“Okay, Evelyn. How are we getting out of here? And why do you need me?”

	The warden set her empty whiskey glass on the desk and pushed away from its edge, coming closer to Jessica. “Prior to your arrival here, I read an extensive background report about you. It’s no exaggeration to say you are one of the deadliest women on the planet, if not the deadliest. Originally, I had hoped to make use of your unique talents another way, to eventually make you a covert member of my team here, but I sensed you would not be easily manipulated or wooed.”

	Jessica grunted. “So you planted a spy as my new cellmate.”

	The warden smiled. “Ah, yes. Poor, dear Spider. Shame what happened to her.”

	“Yeah. A shame.”

	The warden arched an eyebrow. “I don’t detect much in the way of remorse in your tone.”

	Jessica shrugged. “I did what needed doing at the time I did it. Like always.”

	“And that’s exactly why we’re talking now. I no longer have the luxury of playing the long game with you. Things are happening at an accelerating pace. I’m no longer sure which of my own staff members, if any, I can still trust. We will never be friends, you and I, but I believe you are a pragmatist above all else. I need someone at my side who can adapt to rapidly changing circumstances and who, above all, will not hesitate to kill anyone who gets in her way. Also, I understand you are able to pilot a helicopter.”

	Jessica leaned back in the chair. The warden had come uncomfortably close. Another step closer and she’d be standing right over her. “That’s right. And, yeah, I’ll kill anyone you want if it means getting out of here.”

	The warden reached out and lightly stroked Jessica’s cheek with the back of a hand. “Excellent. Now take off your clothes.”

	Jessica sighed. “Listen…I’ve had about enough of being made to do things I’d rather not do.”

	The warden stroked her cheek twice more before taking her hand away. “I’m not proposing a sexual interlude, Jessica, though maybe we can revisit that idea once we're safely away from here. It could be your way of thanking me for giving you your life back. But, no, the reason I’m asking you to disrobe is to exchange the hideous uniform you’re currently wearing for a much snazzier one.”

	This confused Jessica. The feeling didn’t last long, however, as the warden moved away from her and returned to her desk, where she opened a drawer and took out a pile of familiar-looking clothes. Except for the white blouse, the garments were all black. She’d seen these clothes before.

	On Helga.

	“Are those what I think they are?”

	The warden nodded as she again approached Jessica. “Indeed, they are.”

	“And you want me to wear that shit?”

	Another nod. “I do.”

	Jessica stared at the pile of clothes, thinking about it. “Helga is taller than me. These things won’t fit me exactly.”

	“They’ll be close enough. You are only a few inches shorter than Helga and your bust is only slightly smaller. And you are both blondes. Put them on please.”

	With some reluctance, Jessica accepted the pile of clothes, passing her still mostly full whiskey glass to the warden. She frowned. “Hold on. When exactly are we making this escape attempt?”

	The warden knocked back the rest of the whiskey and said, “I thought it was obvious. We’re doing it now.”

	“Oh.”

	“Is that a problem?”

	Jessica shook her head. “It isn’t. But the situation must be even worse than you’ve described if you’re this desperate. At least from your point of view.”

	The warden nodded. “You are correct. And as I have already said, I wish to act preemptively. Now please hurry and do as I’ve asked.”

	Jessica shrugged and rose from the chair. She felt the warden’s eyes on her as she hurriedly removed the prison uniform. The scrutiny felt every bit as slimy as being eyed by a male sexual predator. But Jessica made no objection. Compared to what she’d already endured, it was nothing.

	And the warden was right. The fit wasn’t so far off as to be glaring. There was a bit of looseness in the garments, but this was hidden easily enough with some adjustments. The fit still wasn’t perfect, but it would pass scrutiny at a glance. Jessica did feel a bit of instinctive revulsion at having to wear faux-SS gear, but she swept aside her distaste. If it meant getting out of here, some extra psychological discomfort was a small price to pay.

	“Okay, what now?”

	The warden took a 9mm pistol from the top drawer of her desk. “Take this and sit back down. Hold it in your lap.”

	Jessica did as the warden asked. A flickering sense that maybe she was being set up for something came and went. She couldn’t completely trust this woman. A frame-up of some kind wasn’t entirely out of the question. But Jessica’s gut told her this wasn’t the case, that the warden’s account of the situation and what she wanted of her was essentially true.

	“My office is soundproofed,” the warden told her, as she again seated herself behind her desk. “In a moment, I will summon the men who brought you here. I will ask them to close the door. When they glimpse you from behind, they will assume you are Helga. My living quarters is adjacent to this office. The presence of the vice-warden coupled with your apparent disappearance will not immediately strike them as unusual.”

	Jessica nodded. “What do you want me to do when they close the door?”

	“When you hear it click shut, calmly rise and turn around. They will be armed, of course, but you are the world’s deadliest assassin. You will kill them all before they even sense there’s a threat.”

	Jessica said nothing, just nodded again.

	All at once, she was back in her element. It was as if she were on a field assignment and the warden was a rogue official in a corrupt foreign government. They were working together to bring the regime down. In a twisted way, that was exactly what was happening.

	The warden pushed a button, spoke into the intercom speaker on her desk. A reply from the faux-SS officer came back almost instantaneously, a terse acknowledgement of the warden’s request for the officer and his men to enter. Jessica heard a click followed by the sound of the door behind her swinging open. Her hand tightened on the grip of the pistol in her lap. The warden and the officer exchanged a few words as the men came into the office.

	By that time, Jessica was already standing, having risen as the door opened. She stood facing the warden during the brief conversation that ensued with her hands held at waist level in front of her. Nothing she heard aroused her suspicions. She heard the door click shut again. The warden was distracting the men with some lies about the apparent disappearance of the inmate they’d escorted to her office.

	Jessica no longer cared about the content of the conversation, not by then. She was watching the warden’s face, listening to her tone. When that tone shifted slightly and her eyes flicked toward Jessica, she knew the time to act had arrived.

	She pivoted smoothly about and shot the officer point blank in the face. A hole punched through the bridge of his nose and blood and brains blew out through a bigger hole at the back of his head. The men dressed as SS soldiers gasped in shock and made belated attempts to get their weapons up and aimed, but it was too late for either of them. Jessica shot both men in the face. They dropped to the floor and didn’t move. She had killed all three men with a single shot each within the space of just a few seconds.

	Once it was done, Jessica lowered the gun and looked at the warden. She allowed a moment to elapse as the ringing in her ears faded slightly. Then she said, “Okay, what now?”

	The warden smiled. “Now we get out of here.”
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	Only one guard came around to look into the death of Dr. Woronov. This was surprising. The apparent murder of a senior staff member at the hands of the Frauenschaft surely warranted an on-scene appearance by someone higher up in the chain of command than the guy who actually showed up.

	Livia, in fact, had expected multiple representatives of that cadre of upper echelon men and women who played at being members of the SS. Despite the dress-up aspect of their jobs, they were a genuine security detail, albeit a small one. Their primary responsibility was the security of staff housing and associated areas. They only ventured into the cellblocks for matters of the highest importance.

	The doctor’s murder, apparently, was not such a matter. Instead one lowly member of the D-Block guard staff dropped by, arriving nearly an hour after Livia phoned in her report of the incident. Even more surprising was the identity of the guard.

	It was that big oddball again, Ted, the same one who’d wheeled in the member of the black market gang earlier. He was nobody, basically. Livia was baffled. It was like sending Barney Fife to look into the slaying of an A-list actor or senator.

	Livia had spent the hour after placing the call in a state of increasing panic. She continually rehearsed and modified her answers to the barrage of questions she’d anticipated. An image of herself cracking while being interrogated by a seasoned investigator recurred frequently in her mind, a byproduct of decades of watching police procedural shows on TV.

	Ted had a bored look on his face as he gave the scene a cursory inspection. “What happened here?”

	Livia swallowed a lump in her throat as she pushed back her panic. “The Frauenschaft killed her. You know, that Nazi gang.”

	Ted nodded. “Uh huh.” He gave the doctor’s body a last look before saying, “Okay then.”

	After that, he went to work hoisting the corpse up off the floor. Once he had the body firmly in his arms, he carried it over to the gurney he’d wheeled into the infirmary with him. He dumped the body on the gurney and grinned as he poked an index finger through the hole in the dead woman’s cheek.

	“Shame about what they did to the bitch’s face. She was a looker.” He directed that grin at Livia and winked as he cupped his groin with one of his big hands. “Not that I’ve ever let something like that stop me.”

	Livia’s mouth dropped open and she blinked slowly a moment before replying. “Um…what are you saying, exactly?”

	Ted cackled as he laced his fingers behind his head and mimed a sexual thrusting motion with his groin. “I’m saying I like them cold, girlie. Haven’t you heard the gossip on the block about me?” Another cackle. “Fuck-’em=dead Ted, that’s what they call me.”

	Livia frowned. “Huh.”

	She felt something similar to what she’d experienced last night, when the prospect of eating a person had come into her life as a real possibility for the first time. Being something of a monster herself, it wasn’t a thing she objected to in theory. At the same time, she’d been in no great hurry to become the next Dr. Lecter. The specter of necrophilia aroused similar feelings, albeit not as intense. After all, she specialized in the defilement of human bodies. This was just another form of that.

	The thing that really bothered her was the mental image of this big goon plunging his cock into the dead body of someone she’d once had sex with on a regular basis. He wasn’t worthy of the doctor. Even keeping in mind what the woman had done to her last night, he just wasn’t fucking worthy of her.

	That in part explained what she did when Ted turned away from her and began to push the gurney out of the infirmary. The other part of it was something that happened at a subconscious level. It was a breaking point moment, a sudden reaction to an accumulation of things, a building sense of everything suddenly falling apart.

	Livia snatched a fresh scalpel from her supply cart and ran after the guard. Sensing her rapid approach as he neared the double doors, he’d just started to turn toward her when she leapt up on his back and clamped her arms and legs around him in a death-grip. He staggered backward and flailed at her with his hands, but she held on tight as she drew the blade of the scalpel across his throat. Blood jetted into the air, spraying the ceiling and the floor as the dying man continued to spin around and flail at her in a desperate attempt to dislodge her. Before he could surrender to the inevitable, Livia took the scalpel from his throat and plunged it into one of his eyes. This elicited a gurgle that, if not for the hole in the man’s throat, would have been a scream.

	At last, he collapsed to his knees. Livia let go of him and moved away as he toppled over. She stared at the twitching body until it went still. After that, she moved backward in a slow, numb way, not stopping until she heard the voice to her right.

	“What now?”

	Livia’s head slowly swiveled in that direction. Spider was sitting up in her bed again. The look on her face was more curious than afraid. Livia figured this was because the woman was in no position to do anything about her situation anyway. She had a badly broken leg and was cuffed to the bed. There was no way out for her, so what was the point in being afraid?

	Livia laughed, realizing that, at root, their situations were no different.

	There was no way out for her either.

	She leaned against Spider’s bed and sighed tiredly as she said, “What now? I have no idea.”
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	Alice didn’t know what to do with herself after Jessica was taken away. For so long, she’d believed in the unfaltering strength of her organization. Now, though, with the removal of just a couple key assets, the gang’s underlying weakness had been exposed. Sure, she had a network of underlings, but she hadn’t kept them close, leaving all the interpersonal stuff up to Lucy and Shonda, who, of course, were gone now.

	She was alone.

	Alice spent most of that first hour without Jessica repeatedly cursing her shortsightedness. Early on she’d entertained the notion of venturing out into the wider D-Block population, perhaps even to seek out some of those underlings. She didn’t know much about those girls, but she knew they tended to stay together. If she could just get with them, she might find temporary protection from the myriad threats facing her until Jessica returned.

	If she returned.

	That was never a given when those Nazi fuckers came around to take someone away. In fact, when that happened, it was more or less a guarantee you’d never fucking see that person again. She’d tried to derive some tiny measure of hope from that reassuring look Jessica had given her in those last moments, but in the end she accepted this as foolish.

	Jessica was either dead or, as far as Alice was concerned, might as well be.

	So she was on her own, not a good thing any time, but especially not now, with the way things were deteriorating inside the prison. Getting to those presumed allies within the lower ranks of her network felt like her only good option. However, she got an uncomfortable crawling sensation in her gut each time she took a look outside her cell and went to the third-floor railing to check out the situation below.

	Here and there along the landing other women were standing around outside their cells. Some of them gave Alice long, nasty looks as their heads turned her way. And the main floor below was crowded with more inmates than usual. There was a loud and growing buzz of agitated conversation, which was undoubtedly a reaction to the increasing sense of something being amiss. Rebellion was in the air. The vibe reminded Alice intensely of the riot a year ago.

	She’d barely survived the fucking riot.

	And so, although she craved the comfort of possible allies, she couldn’t stomach the idea of wading into that seething mass of humanity. There were too many bitches out there who resented her position in the prison hierarchy. Any one of them wouldn’t hesitate to take advantage of the situation and ice her while she was unprotected.

	At least here in her cell she had weapons. She could protect herself from any bitch dumb enough to come at her with some flimsy shank. The other thing she had on her side was uncertainty. Her fellow inmates knew she had things at her disposal they did not, but they didn’t know the extent of that. As far as they knew, she could be holed-up in here with an array of high-powered firearms. She wasn’t, but that didn’t matter. All she had to do was keep the privacy curtain shut and let their imaginations do the work for her.

	About an hour and a half after Jessica’s untimely departure, she heard voices outside her cell. There were multiple women out there, speaking in hushed tones. Gripping the handle of the meat cleaver tighter, Alice leaned forward on the edge of the futon, shaking with fear as she strained to make out what was being said. It was no use. They were speaking too quietly. She debated easing herself off the futon and walking as softly as she could across the cell in order to better hear what was being said, but terror of being heard kept her where she was.

	The voices on the landing abruptly fell silent. Alice became intensely aware of the sound of her breathing and the hammering of her heart in her chest. These things seemed as loud as the percussion instruments at a college football halftime show.

	Please go away, she thought. Please, please go away.

	She shrieked in fright as the privacy curtain was swept aside, the metal rings squealing as they slid along the rod that held it up. When she saw who was out there, she started to tremble and tears welled in her eyes.

	Several members of the Frauenschaft leered in at her, big, predatory smiles on their lovely faces. Lina, the leader, stood at the front of the group. The look on her face was equal measures triumph and disdain.

	No. Not disdain. Not exactly.

	This was more like utter contempt.

	Another member of the gang tossed something into the cell. It struck the shag rug dead-center and rolled to a stop at Alice’s feet. The thing on the floor was Sam’s severed head.

	Alice screeched and scooted backward on the futon, brandishing the meat cleaver in her shaking hand as the women came into the cell. There were more of them than she’d thought, at least a dozen, perhaps more. There were so many they filled the cell, crowded around her.

	“Stay back!” she yelled at them, hearing the shameful quaver in her voice. “Stay away from me! You better go away!”

	Lina laughed. “Or what?”

	Alice whimpered, her hand shaking harder than ever. The meat cleaver nearly slipped from her grasp multiple times. “Or my people will get you. They’ll punish you.”

	Lina laughed again, louder this time. Some of the others laughed, too. “Oh, they will, will they?”

	“Yes!” Tears were rolling down Alice’s face now. She was aware of how ludicrous this attempt at intimidation was sounding under the circumstances, but she couldn’t help herself. “Go away or…or…you’ll be sorry.”

	They were all laughing now. It ceased when Lina gestured for them to stop.

	The Frauenschaft leader came closer, so close that she was within chopping distance of the cleaver. She was showing how unafraid she was. Indeed, when Alice belatedly took a weak swipe at her with the weapon, the woman easily plucked it from her fingers. One of the other Nazi girls giggled when this happened.

	“You’re pitiful, Alice. And you’re sad little reign here is over. You want to know why?”

	Alice sniffled. “Wh-why?”

	“Because you represent everything that was wrong about the old way of doing things. Whereas my girls and I are at the forefront of a bold new revolution.”

	Alice frowned. “I…don’t understand.”

	Lina smiled. “You wouldn’t. You’re not one of us. You’re not fit to be one of us. But I’ll tell you anyway, because it’s so glorious. After tonight, everything changes. This facility is being repurposed as a training center for Aryan super warrior goddesses. Bitches like you, the ones who aren’t good enough, you’ll all be dead after tomorrow. And those of us who have been chosen will lead the way as the true and eternal Reich rises again and conquers the fucking world!”

	Alice stared blankly back at Lina for a moment.

	Then she couldn’t help it.

	She laughed. “What?” She laughed some more. “Are you fucking kidding me with that shit?”

	She kept on laughing, overwhelmed by the seeming absurdity of what she’d heard, her terror forgotten for the moment.

	Lina’s smile faded as she shook her head.

	“No, Alice. I’m not kidding.”

	She raised the meat cleaver high over her head, her face twisting in a snarl of rage as she brought the heavy blade down and buried it in Alice Kincaid’s skull.
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	Helga had been hog-tied and gagged and left naked on Ms. Wickman’s bedroom floor. She drifted in and out of consciousness over an indeterminate period. Sometimes she woke to total silence and knew no one else was nearby. Other times she heard dim voices coming from the direction of the warden’s office. The office was soundproofed, but Ms. Wickman had left the door connecting the office and her living quarters open a crack. She strained to hear what the voices were saying, but their words were indistinct.

	She longed to call out for help, but the gag in her mouth made that difficult. Even if she could make herself heard, there was no guarantee the person the warden was talking to would be someone inclined to help her. Fear of incurring more of the warden’s wrath kept her quiet.

	Recognizing the futility of any attempt to summon help—at least under the current circumstances—she instead focused her efforts on trying to free herself from her bonds. She had led what could fairly be described as an interesting life and had been trussed-up in similar fashion a few times before, sometimes in play situations, sometimes not.

	With enough determination, getting out of even the tightest, most complicated knots wasn’t impossible. She had been hog-tied with a single long, sturdy piece of rope. Given the warden’s sadomasochistic sexual leanings and array of related toys she kept on hand, Helga was surprised she hadn’t been put in shackles or in a cage. That would have reduced the possibility of escape to somewhere in the zero percentile range. But these bonds weren’t even that tight. She had no doubt she could work her way out of them. What was less certain was whether she would have the time to make that happen.

	Complicating things was the lingering pain from the whipping she’d taken earlier. Every twist of her limbs resulted in another teeth-gritting wave of agony. Several lashes from the whip had opened her flesh, gashes that were still throbbing and leaking blood. The physical pain, however, didn’t bother her as much as the psychological side of it.

	A short while ago she’d been offered the opportunity of a lifetime. She’d felt on top of the world. It was galling to think she’d gone from that to the humiliation of being flogged like a horse in so brief a period of time. The need for revenge was strong within her and added fuel to her determination to get free.

	She was making real progress when the shots rang out from the office, making her freeze in shock as her breath caught in her throat. Three reports from a pistol, in quick succession. She heard bodies hit the floor. Then more voices. Female voices. She was sure one of them was Ms. Wickman. Then the voices fell silent and shortly afterward she heard the outer door to the office open as the warden and whoever was with her departed.

	It was no great leap to conclude that the warden was in the process of fleeing the prison grounds. Helga wanted to believe escape would be difficult. From what she understood, Ms. Ludmire’s plan to effect a swift and forceful transition was already largely in place. But Helga knew the warden well. The woman was ruthless and willing to do anything necessary in any situation. This was truer than ever now that she had nothing to lose.

	Helga did not want to see the bitch get away.

	She went back to work on getting free.

	 

	Livia Collins yelped in surprise when the infirmary’s double doors banged open more than a half hour after her murder of the guard. In that time, she had taken no further steps to cover up her bloody activities. The guard was still dead on the floor. Dr. Woronov’s corpse was still on the gurney. Livia had not moved from her leaning position against Spider’s bed. She was numb from everything that had happened and clueless about what to do next.

	Livia had never been the suicidal type, but cutting her own throat with the blood-stained scalpel still clutched in her hand was starting to seem like a viable option.

	Then those doors banged open.

	The gurney bearing the dead doctor’s body was almost right up against the doors and the force of them being shoved open sent it rolling through the open space between the rows of beds. It came to a stop when it drifted sideways and clanged against a supply cart.

	Trepidation followed this initial moment of surprised fright as Ms. Wickman and a blonde woman in SS garb came strutting into the infirmary. At first she thought the blonde was Helga Von Trammpe, but a longer look told her otherwise. Though she couldn’t immediately place the blonde, she looked vaguely familiar. Livia was certain she’d seen her before.

	Then it came to her.

	She was one of the recent inmate arrivals. Jessica something-or-other. Livia had administered her inoculations only about a week ago. At the time she’d been in her standard-issue orange inmate jumper. Now she was in SS black and carrying a machine gun.

	Livia was flabbergasted.

	What the fuck is going on?

	The warden and the inmate-turned-stormtrooper came to a stop as they arrived at Spider’s bed. Spider did not look happy to see the blonde, staring at her through eyes narrowed to hateful slits. It was the most emotion Livia had seen from the woman since her arrival in the infirmary yesterday afternoon.

	“I’ll get right to the point,” the warden said, her tone brisk and authoritative. “We are leaving Prison 13. By this time tomorrow, everyone here not in league with the Frauenschaft will be dead. I am giving both of you a chance to come with us and live. All you have to do is play your parts in the scenario I am about to describe.” A frosty smile touched the corners of her thin lips. “Now tell me, ladies. Do you want to live?”

	Livia and Spider exchanged a glance. Something passed between them. For Livia, it was a weird thing. She and this woman had been on opposite sides of the Prison 13 power equation until this very moment.

	Now they were the same.

	They looked at the warden and spoke nearly in unison as each woman said, “Yes.”

	 

	Jessica maintained a brisk pace as she walked alongside Ms. Wickman down a wide hallway. The warden was moving in the purposeful way of a person brimming with confidence and authority, moving quickly without appearing to hurry. This was in part her natural way of carrying herself, but now there was also an element of façade about it.

	She was working to exude an air of normality as they made their way through the prison complex. This was important, because although she was about to be deposed, not everyone here knew that yet. In fact, a successful exit from this place hinged on the hope that the bulk of the prison’s current staff remained unaware of the specifics of the transition. Most had heard the rumblings of an imminent “big change”, but it was not likely they would yet be privy to the details.

	Some of this was what the warden had told Jessica and some of it was intuition. Again, it was like her old days of working a black ops job in the field. She sensed much of what was in the warden’s mind without her having to explicitly lay it out for her. It came through almost as clearly as Spider’s smoldering hatred.

	She wondered what Spider would think if she knew her former cellmate was the only reason she was getting a chance at a way out of this place. Things were happening quickly and they were doing their best to stay a step ahead of the game. This meant there was a bit of time for fast action and not much at all for words. Thus there’d been no opportunity to tell Spider this part of it had been her idea.

	Spider and the nurse were behind them. The gurney’s wheels rattled on the tiled floor as the nurse pushed it along, doing her best to keep up with them. Their cover story was simple. Spider was a senior staff member with a serious illness that couldn’t be treated on the premises. She needed to be taken to an off-site facility capable of providing state-of-the-art medical care. The nurse would be accompanying her on the trip in case a need to administer emergency care arose,

	The warden and “Helga Von Trammpe” (aka Jessica) were acting as VIP escort to the transport center. On the surface, it was a believable enough story. The warden liked the plan because it gave her a semi-valid reason to get to a place of egress from the prison without signaling an intent to leave. She was just here to see off one of her colleagues. It was some made-up-on-the-fly bullshit, but hopefully it would hold up until they were in the air and flying away from this place.

	If not, Jessica fully intended to kill every last motherfucker who got in her way. One way or another, she meant to get to that transport center.

	According to the warden, Prison 13 was a rectangle, with the four cellblocks at the corners. The transport center was in a smaller building at the center of the complex. Atop the building was a heliport. Each cellblock had a long passageway that led to the center. There were security checkpoints at either end of the passageways. Once they were past that second checkpoint, they would be nearly home-free.

	In theory, gaining access to the transport center could be accomplished without shedding any blood. Commandeering a whirlybird might not be as easy. Any number of variables could go wrong. Objections might be raised once it became clear they all intended to board one of the helicopters. Or an alert to be on the lookout for the warden might come down at a disadvantageous time should the bodies in her office be discovered prematurely. Something else impossible to anticipate could go wrong. It might become necessary to shoot some people.

	Conscious of the possibility that a violent confrontation could erupt at any moment, Jessica kept a steady grip on the M 42 machine gun as they neared the first checkpoint. The weapon, liberated from one of the SS men she’d killed earlier, was either a precise replica of the old Nazi weapon of war or it was a remarkably well-maintained relic of the WW2 era. Either way, the machine gun and the “borrowed” clothes made her feel a bit like an actor in a costume. There was a lot about the situation that bordered on the surreal. It was easy to imagine a film crew following along behind them with a Steadicam.

	The first checkpoint was manned by two bored-looking men wearing the uniforms of Prison 13 guards, which meant they were unlikely to have been informed of the true nature of the change coming to the facility. This was more of the warden’s theorizing and it made sense to Jessica. There would no place for men like these in the new order. Therefore they were expendables, as were all other members of regular prison staff and most of the inmates. A massacre was on the horizon. No one inclined to talk would be left alive to tell the tale of the horrors that had happened here.

	Jessica felt bad for the inmates. Some of them were genuinely bad people, sure, but you could say the same for any random cross-section of normal society. Most of them were just unfortunate women who’d been consigned here for the simple mistake of being involved with the wrong well-connected man. Unfortunately, she would not be able to save them. She would be lucky if she could save herself.

	One of the guards came half-heartedly to attention as the warden and the women with her arrived at the checkpoint. The other man remained where he was, slouched down in a chair that sat against the wall to their left, beefy arms folded over a protruding gut. His uniform was rumpled and he hadn’t shaved in days.

	The other guard, who’d risen from a chair placed against the opposite wall, looked only a shade less slovenly. His grooming was better, but his uniform also had a rumpled, slept-in look. “Warden,” he said, acknowledging Ms. Wickman’s authority with a lazy salute. The gesture had no true conviction behind it whatsoever. “Business with transport today?”

	Ms. Wickman nodded. “Indeed, I have.”

	She gave a crisp recounting of their cover story, resisting any temptation to add further embellishments. This was smart. A story with too many layers to it could trip them up. The simpler they kept it, the better.

	Jessica kept a close eye on both guards as the warden talked. The one in the chair was paging through an old skin magazine. Light from the overhead fluorescents gleamed on the glossy pages. He wasn’t paying any attention to them. The other man’s bored expression hardly changed as he listened to the warden. If anything, he looked even more bored as she went on.

	He cocked his head to one side and glanced at the nurse and the woman on the gurney. The scrutiny he gave them was cursory at best. What he was seeing matched what he was being told. The woman addressing him was his boss. There was nothing here to stir any suspicions.

	“Step this way,” he said, indicating for them to bypass the metal detector that stood midway between where the men were posted and the entrance to the transport center passageway.

	He moved ahead of them and thumbed a button on a wall panel. There was a loud buzz and the door to the passageway came open. He stepped into the passageway and held the door open for the women as they filed through it. Once they were inside the passageway, the guard gave the warden another of those lazy salutes and disappeared back behind the door as he allowed it to swing shut.

	Jessica let out a breath and glanced at Ms. Wickman. “That was easy.”

	The warden frowned as she nodded. “Yes. The next one will be harder, though.”

	Jessica shrugged. “One way or another, we’re getting through it.”

	A smile displaced the warden’s frown. “Of that, Helga, I have no doubt.”

	Jessica said nothing, choosing not to remark on the warden referring to her by her former second-in-command’s name.

	They continued down the passageway.

	 

	To Helga’s great consternation, the knots binding her were more complicated than she’d first believed. Though they’d seemed loose at first, they became tighter and more constraining as she continued her struggle to twist free of them. That one moment when she’d felt certain she was about to get a hand loose felt like a distant memory. The hand in question was now locked in place at a distinctly uncomfortable angle.

	The deceptive complexity of the warden’s binding skills should have come as no surprise. There was an art to what she’d done. Helga had the feeling it was the kind of master-level skill one was trained in within certain circles of the Order of the Dragon. It was an insight that didn’t help her any, but she derived some satisfaction from the knowledge that the woman’s position of privilege within the organization had been permanently revoked. Even if she somehow managed to escape the prison, the Order would hunt her down and kill her. Helga was sure about this, if nothing else.

	Just as she was about to give up hope of getting free at any point soon, she heard someone knock on the outer door to the warden’s office. She raised her head off the floor and tried shouting through the gag in her mouth. This was futile, she knew. No one could hear her from the other side of that soundproofed door. But she couldn’t help trying, such was her fear of the likelihood of this potential rescuer giving up and going away.

	The knock came again, more strident this time. Helga yelled through her gag some more, straining her throat despite the futility of the effort. Fortunately, the person (or persons) at the door, presumably in possession of some urgent need for an audience with the warden, did not seem inclined to give up as easily as she’d feared.

	After a brief silence, there was an escalation as that outer door rattled loudly in its frame. This was followed by louder banging sounds. Helga sobbed in relief. A forced entry was being attempted. She might yet be out of these bonds soon. Even better, she might still have a chance to foil Ms. Wickman’s getaway.

	A heavy crash came from the office as the door was smashed open. Then came the sound of footsteps and voices as several people entered the room. Helga again raised her voice and screamed as loudly as the gag would allow.

	Soon the footsteps were headed her way. Helga again sobbed in relief. Any other time, the moisture spilling from her eyes would have shamed her. She would’ve considered any such display an unforgiveable weakness. But it couldn’t be helped. This was the most vulnerable she’d felt in a long time and she didn’t care for the feeling at all.

	The door connecting the office to Ms. Wickman’s living quarters was thrown open. There was a babble of conversation as several people streamed through the opening. Helga again lifted her head off the floor to look at them. Most of them were men dressed in SS black. All were armed with machine guns. Helga was happy to see them, but the sight of one face among that crowd pleased her infinitely more than the rest.

	Ms. Ludmire knelt before Helga and pried the gag from her mouth. “What’s happened here, Helga?”

	Helga sniffled and let out a big breath. Then the words came out in a rush as she told the woman all about what had transpired.

	 

	As they neared the second checkpoint, it became apparent that Ms. Wickman’s prediction of a more difficult breech would be correct. The men stationed here were not regular prison guards. There were four of them this time. All four wore SS black. Machine guns were held at the ready as the warden and the women with her arrived at the checkpoint.

	Jessica let out a breath as her grip tightened again on the MG 42. In a normal context, she would not feel an ounce of intimidation in a four-against-one situation. This, however, was not a normal context. The barely comfortable outfit was marginally tolerable, but Helga’s high-heeled shoes were another matter. Her feet were approximately a size smaller than those of the woman who had, until recently, owned the shoes. This had not been too much of an issue thus far. She was as skilled at walking in heels as any woman and had managed to keep the shoes from slipping off her feet despite the brisk pace set by Ms. Wickman.

	Upon reaching the second checkpoint, however, her right foot slipped sideways inside the shoe and she wobbled for a moment before righting herself. The slip had been fleeting and well shy of precarious, but it did draw the attention of the guards. The scrutiny made Jessica’s heart beat a little faster. She kept her expression blank and showed no outward signs of distress. She did, however, entertain a fleeting impulse to simply shoot the men where they stood and be done with it.

	The notion was not without allure. They were here. Their destination was on the other side of a set of double doors. They could kill these men and be inside the transport center within seconds. Freedom was potentially just a trigger squeeze away.

	But she resisted the impulse as the gazes of most of the men shifted to the warden, who was again explaining their purpose in visiting the transport center. The fourth man kept his eyes on her. There was a troubling glint in them. At first Jessica interpreted this as an indication of suspicion, but in the next instant she realized what she was seeing was standard-issue lust. It was just the way men usually looked at her. After a week spent almost entirely in the company of women, she’d temporarily forgotten about it.

	A faint smile touched the corners of this man’s mouth when he realized she was looking at him. He wasn’t bad-looking for an idiot in a Nazi costume, possessing a trim body and a square-jawed, ruggedly handsome face. A moment of mutual appreciation passed between them. The man’s smile widened.

	Jessica tuned back in to the exchange between the warden and the man who seemed to be in charge here when she heard him say, “I’ll have to make a call.”

	The warden’s expression, which always had that pinched quality to it, turned more severe than usual. She looked like she’d bitten into something with an unexpectedly bitter taste.

	Her eyes flicked in Jessica’s direction.

	The man in charge turned away from the warden and went to a red phone mounted on the wall to the right. He picked up the receiver and punched in a number.

	Jessica held the warden’s gaze a second longer. What she read in them was a mix of desperation and panic. Keeping her eyes on the warden, she squeezed the trigger of the MG 42. A rapid series of loud bangs issued from the weapon as she swept the barrel toward the right. Three bodies hit the ground immediately. The fourth man, the one clutching the phone’s receiver in his right hand, fell against the wall and slid slowly down it, trailing a red smear as he went.

	Three of the men were dead. The one she’d shared a moment of silent flirtation with was still alive. He was shaking and struggling to raise his own MG 42. Jessica moved into position over him and aimed the barrel of the weapon at his face. His lips quivered and he shook his head weakly as he struggled to utter a plea for mercy.

	Jessica shot him in the face.

	She kicked off the uncomfortable heels and looked at the women behind her.

	“What are you waiting for? Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

	After they dragged two of the bodies out of the way to make room for the gurney, they passed through the second checkpoint and entered the transport center.

	 

	Once she had been cut free of her bonds, Helga got shakily to her feet and staggered over to the bed. She sat on its edge and grimaced as she stretched her aching limbs. At Ms. Ludmire’s direction, some of the SS men had run out of the room and were en route to the transport center. A few remained behind, eyeing Helga with guarded expressions as Ms. Ludmire paced the room and spoke in sharp, urgent tones on a cell phone.

	Helga didn’t like the way the men were looking at her. She was naked and bleeding, the victim of an assault. Though their expressions were impassive, she knew what they were thinking. They were men, after all. In her former life as a stripper, she’d become well acquainted with the inner workings of most kinds of men. It didn’t matter what walk of life they were from, they were all pretty much the same on the inside.

	But she wasn’t a stripper anymore. She was in a position of high authority above these men. Soon she would be the boss of this place. They should show the proper respect and look away.

	That didn’t happen.

	She’d gotten pretty worked up about it by the time Ms. Ludmire ended her call and approached the bed. Helga’s indignation over the scrutiny of the men faded as the woman came closer than seemed necessary. She was looming over the still-seated Helga as she said, “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

	Helga frowned, genuinely puzzled by this. She’d done nothing wrong, yet the Order official was clearly displeased with her. “I don’t understand. I--”

	Ms. Ludmire slapped her. “Shut up. It’s obvious I erred in my judgement of you. What kind of leader allows this to happen to her?”

	She shook her head, her face twisted with distaste as she eyed Helga’s naked, blood-smeared form up and down.

	Helga made a sound of exasperation. “There was nothing I could do!” she insisted, a shrill note of pleading entering her tone. “She pulled a gun on me, for fuck’s sake. She fucking whipped me!” A single tear spilled down her cheek as she relived the memory of that humiliation. “Don’t you get it? I was helpless!”

	Ms. Ludmire snorted in derision. “A true leader is never helpless. A leader of true strength never winds up naked and bleeding at the hands of an opponent.”

	Helga sniffled, her face crumpling at the woman’s harsh tone. “I’ll do better when I take over here, I promise. I’ll be everything you--”

	Ms. Ludmire sneered as she slapped Helga again. “The offer you received this morning has been rescinded, you incompetent cunt. Through your inaction, you have put at risk our most important asset. I can only pray it isn’t too late to forestall disaster. You are unfit for leadership. You are unfit to be a part of the glorious resurgence of the true Reich. I will stay on and run this place myself. It’s the only way to ensure our Aryan warrior goddesses receive the strong leadership and example of unfaltering resolve they deserve.”

	Tears spilled in hot, ceaseless streams down Helga’s face as she shook her head in useless denial. “I can be all those things! I promise. Just give me a chance. Please.”

	Ms. Ludmire shook her head. “You are out of chances, you stupid cow.”

	She held out a hand and one of the men placed a knife with a big, serrated blade in it.

	Helga gasped when she saw it. “No! You can’t!”

	Ms. Ludmire smiled. “But I can.”

	She pushed Helga down on the bed and climbed on top of her, straddling her. Helga writhed beneath her, desperate to get loose and away from that knife.

	The effort was unsuccessful.

	Ms. Ludmire plunged the knife into her belly up to the hilt, holding it inside Helga as she stared down into the dying woman’s eyes and watched the light slowly fade from them.

	 

	Four more men in SS black stood with their backs turned to Jessica and the other women as they came through the entrance to the transport center. Some thirty feet away from the double doors that stood between the transport center and the checkpoint, the men appeared not to have heard the brief burst of gunfire from the other side of those doors.

	There was no big mystery to this. They hadn’t heard the discharge of Jessica’s weapon because it had been drowned out by another, even louder sound. The building had a retractable roof that could be opened to allow the descent of a helicopter into the building. The reason for this, as the warden had explained earlier, was the forbidding outdoor environment, where the mean year-round temperature was a deadly fifty below zero. Once a helicopter was safely on the ground or up in the air, the roof was always immediately closed. The system allowed for maximum traveling comfort for both visiting dignitaries and employees on leave.

	The roof was open and a black helicopter was descending into the building. The racket of the whirling rotor blades made normal conversation impossible, leading Jessica to communicate with the other women via hand signals. She indicated that they should follow behind her as she took the lead. Understanding wasn’t instantaneous, but they caught on soon enough and trailed after Jessica as she approached the line of black-clad soldiers.

	The helicopter pilot’s descent was slow and cautious. The craft’s landing skids were still some two dozen feet above the ground as Jessica and the others drew closer. Though the oblivious soldiers could not see them, they were clearly visible to anyone inside the craft. Perhaps because Jessica was attired in SS black with the standard Nazi armband around her left arm, their presence did not seem to be a source of concern.

	The craft continued to descend.

	Once they were about ten feet to the rear of the soldiers, Jessica stopped moving forward and indicated that the other women should do the same with a discreet hand gesture. They complied at once and the four of them stood there and waited for the helicopter to finish its descent.

	When it was on the ground, the pilot cut the engine and that big roar went away. There was still significant noise from the slowing whir of the rotor blades for a few more moments. The soldiers in front of Jessica and the others ducked their heads and began moving forward. Jessica did the same and the other women followed her lead, though they were cautious to maintain a steady distance from the soldiers.

	The soldiers approached a side of the helicopter and stopped several feet short of the craft. Several people were inside it. Jessica could just make out their shadowy forms, but she couldn’t tell much about them, including whether they were armed. This was troublesome, but there was nothing she could do about it. She could only stay on her toes and be ready to start shooting again at just the right moment.

	Because more shooting would definitely be necessary. There was no longer any doubt of that. There were just too many people in this equation. That number needed reducing to keep a handle on the situation. They were fortunate that these four soldiers appeared to be the only transport center employees on duty at the moment.

	They all heard a loud clack as the lock was popped on the craft’s side door. The door remained shut a few moments longer, however, as some of the people inside shifted about and appeared to confer with each other. While they waited, one of the soldiers finally sensed an unanticipated presence behind him and glanced over his shoulder.

	He smiled when he saw Ms. Wickman and turned fully around, executing a precision salute. This was somewhat reassuring. It indicated that these men had not yet received an alert regarding the warden. But that sense of reassurance only went so far. Unlike the lowly prison guards at the first checkpoint, these men might have some actual notion of what the impending big change was all about. Or they might not. The uncertainty was unfortunate, but there was nothing to be done about it.

	At least not yet.

	Yet again, Jessica’s grip tensed on the MG 42.

	“Warden,” the man said. “What brings you here today? You’re not on our schedule.”

	Ms. Wickman smiled. “No, I’m not going anywhere today.” Her poker face as she uttered this lie was perfect. “I’m here to see off my friend here. She’s an emergency evac, not on the schedule.”

	She gestured at Spider and commenced an abbreviated version of the same story she’d already told twice. By then the other soldiers had noticed their presence and had tuned in to what was being said. Jessica watched their faces carefully, looking for signs of doubt.

	There was nothing.

	They all seemed to accept what the warden was saying. Most of the men shifted their attention back to the helicopter. The side door still hadn’t come open. The warden and the man who’d first spoken to her continued to converse. It was just the empty banter of two colleagues, nothing of substance. Still, Jessica knew it prudent to remain aware of as many aspects of a dangerously fluid situation as possible. Her gaze continued to flick rapidly back and forth from Ms. Wickman and the soldier to the helicopter and back again. This went on until the helicopter’s side door finally swung outward.

	A man in a business suit poked out his head, took a look around, and started down the metal steps to the ground. He was followed out by a slender woman in a dark dress. Two machine gun-toting men in SS black emerged behind her. That left just three more shadowy forms inside the craft, one of which was the pilot in the cockpit. Then the pilot emerged, still wearing his flight helmet. The pilot moved away from them and started punching numbers into some type of handheld device.

	The man in the business suit approached the soldiers and exchanged greetings with the man who’d just been talking to Ms. Wickman. A slight frown creased his face when he glimpsed the warden, but he did not seem overly concerned about her unannounced presence. The two men continued to converse. Jessica caught multiple references to “the VIP”. Who that might be, she had no idea, except that it was one of the two people still on board the helicopter.

	The exchange between the men came to an abrupt stop as the man in the business suit frowned and patted a pocket of his blazer. In another moment, he took out a cell phone and put it to his ear. His expression was unreadable in that first moment as he listened to whoever was on the other end. However, the look on his face soon underwent a dramatic transformation. His eyes opened wide and his head snapped in the direction of Ms. Wickman and her associates. He took a backward step and began to turn toward the helicopter.

	Jessica let out a breath.

	Time to rock and roll.

	She squeezed the MG 42’s trigger and shot down the men directly in front of her. The woman in the black dress hiked up its hem and reached for a pistol in a holster strapped to her thigh. At the same time, the SS men who’d emerged from the helicopter were bringing their weapons to bear. Even the pilot was going for a gun strapped to his hip. The odds were formidable. Jessica was in motion, moving sideways as she continued to fire the MG 42.

	Though she was outnumbered, the element of surprise gave her a slight advantage. Her opponents had not anticipated an assault of this type happening within the transport center. The question was whether this would be enough of an edge. Fortunately, Spider came to the rescue. At the last checkpoint, they had taken another MG 42 from one of the dead soldiers there, planting it with Spider under the sheet covering her. Now she swept the sheet aside and brought the weapon up as the nurse ducked down and rolled her forward.

	Jessica cut down the man in the business suit as he reached the helicopter. The pilot danced out of the way and was able to get the drop on her. He fired and missed. If he’d been a better shot, Jessica’s flight from Prison 13 would have ended right there. Making the most of this second chance, she swept the MG 42 toward the pilot and a line of bullets punched across his midsection. As this was happening, Spider’s gun took out the woman in the dress and the other two SS men.

	A few of the wounded were still alive, albeit incapacitated. Jessica finished them off, shooting all of them in the back multiple times. Once the dust had settled and she could hear herself think again, she called out to the two people still inside the helicopter.

	“I need you motherfuckers still in there to toss out any weapons you’ve got if you want to fucking live!”

	A few moments elapsed. There was nothing but silence from the helicopter. Jessica moved closer to the craft and put her back against the cockpit area. She raised her voice and called out the same demand again. This time there was an extra edge in her voice. She was aware of too much time slipping by. They had a window here, a real chance to get away, but it would close soon. They needed to get in this goddamn thing within the next few minutes. If that didn’t happen, reinforcements would arrive and then they’d be totally fucked.

	Another moment passed. Making matters worse, a wave of crushing cold air had swept into the transport center, making Jessica shiver in her bare feet and stockings. Her cohorts were similarly uncomfortable. The retractable roof wasn’t meant to be open this long. Just one more reason to get in the copter and get airborne as soon as possible.

	Someone inside the helicopter yelled out something defiant in German and unloaded a handgun through the open side door. When the gun’s hammer clicked on an empty chamber, Jessica pounced. She propelled herself toward the door, spun about, and shot an attractive young blonde woman in the gut multiple times. The woman’s body jittered as it absorbed the shots, then fell backward into the helicopter. Jessica reached in and dragged the body out, heaving it to the floor.

	That left just one person at the rear of the craft’s passenger compartment. He was partly cloaked in shadow back there, but from what Jessica could see he was no real threat. He was a frail-looking man of extremely advanced age. The man was confined to something that looked like a cross between a wheelchair and a large black metal box. Across the front of the box was a row of blinking, multi-colored lights. Tubes from the side of the box were plugged into small metal sockets embedded in the sides of his neck. Only part of the man’s torso was visible. His arms—if he had any—and the rest of his body were hidden inside the metal box. He had no legs, apparently. Whoever he was, he wasn’t about to shoot anybody.

	Jessica glanced backward. “Everybody get the fuck on board. It’s time to leave.”

	She moved aside and kept an eye on the distant transport center entrance as the nurse wheeled the gurney over to the helicopter. The nurse pulled on a latch that lowered the gurney’s legs. Together she and Ms. Wickman worked to load Spider into the helicopter while Jessica kept watch. The moment this was accomplished, the other women piled inside.

	Jessica was right behind them. She was headed for the cockpit when Spider let out a startled yelp. “Holy shit!”

	Jessica stopped and turned around. “What is it?” She saw that Spider’s gaze was riveted to the man in the strange sci-fi-looking contraption. “You don’t have to worry about that guy. He’s harmless.”

	Spider shook her head. “I don’t think so. Look closer.”

	Ms. Wickman and the nurse were taking a closer look already.

	The nurse gasped and slapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh, my God!”

	Ms. Wickman stared intently at the man a moment longer, confusion writ large in her features. Then her mouth slowly came open and she shook her head in disbelief. “Incredible,” she said, laughing softly in amazement. “This place. The whole Nazi thing. It wasn’t a big lie, after all. How did I not know this?”

	This was a rhetorical question. No one had an answer for her.

	Despite the urgent need to get away, Jessica’s curiosity got the better of her. She crept toward the back of the passenger compartment and took a long look at the mystery man. He was trembling and rotating his head slowly side to side. At first, Jessica couldn’t accept what she was seeing. It was too absurd. Too far-fetched. But though the features were aged, she couldn’t deny the striking similarity this man bore to the younger version she’d seen in so many old photos and newsreels since she was a child.

	And he still had that stupid little mustache.

	Without even thinking about it, Jessica brought the MG 42 to bear again, aiming it at the center of the terrible man’s wrinkled visage. The sheer magnitude of what she was about to do nearly overwhelmed Jessica. This was one of history’s greatest monsters. Still alive. Somehow. And she was going to be the one to take him out once and for all.

	He looked her right in the eye and, in a voice so weak it was almost inaudible, said, “Nein. Nein.”

	Jessica sneered. “Jawohl, motherfucker.”

	She squeezed the MG 42’s trigger and blew off Hitler’s head.

	Spider shook her head in stunned amazement. “Yuck. Also, holy shit.”

	There was general agreement on this sentiment. Once the shock of the moment passed, they hauled out what was left of the dead former dictator, dumping the withered body and its weird metal home out on the transport center’s blood-spattered floor.

	Jessica was behind the controls of the helicopter a few seconds later. The craft was a model she’d never flown before. There were some inconsequential differences, but the key things about the craft’s operation were the same as they were in any other craft of its type. Jessica got the rotors going, strapped herself in, and began to take the copter upward. Fortunately, anyone who could close the retractable roof and prevent escape was dead.

	Some pops from down below were just barely audible as the helicopter began to rise through the hole in the roof. Small arms fire. Some manner of reinforcements had finally arrived, but they weren’t heavily armed. Jessica didn’t bother taking a look, choosing to focus her efforts on piloting the craft. Either they would make it out of here or they wouldn’t. There was nothing she could do about the people on the ground at this point.

	She nonetheless breathed a sigh of relief once they were clear of the transport center and able to start flying away from the prison. Taking them up high to avoid any possible additional damage from small arms, Jessica stared out at the sprawling prison complex below. The layout was as Ms. Wickman had described, but from up here it didn’t look like much in the midst of the surrounding vast frozen wasteland. She spared one last thought for all the doomed women still trapped in there before working the throttle and taking the helicopter off toward the gray horizon.

	They had gone several miles by the time Jessica perceived the rising buzz of a powerful engine. The others heard it, too, and moved to the doors for a look at what was behind them. Except for Spider, of course, who was demanding information.

	The nurse groaned. “Oh, fuck.”

	Ms. Wickman said nothing, but her expression was grim.

	Jessica couldn’t believe what she was seeing. “You’ve got to be shitting me. Is that a fucking Stuka? What’s the deal with these motherfuckers? There’s such a thing as taking a dedication to historical accuracy too fucking far.”

	The WW2-era Nazi fighter plane quickly closed the gap between the two crafts. By then they were another few miles from the prison, but civilization and safety remained hundreds of miles distant. Jessica would try what evasive action she could, but they were doomed. There was no getting around it. She was in the last seconds of her life. Then she laughed. Fuck it. At least she hadn’t died in that fucking prison.

	At least she’d gone down swinging.

	The plane trailed behind them for still a few more miles, zigzagging to follow Jessica’s desperate evasive maneuvers. Jessica held her breath, waiting for the inevitable. She cursed the pilot in that plane, knowing the fucker was just toying with them as a kind of payback for what they had done.

	She didn’t care. She’d killed the ultimate embodiment of human evil and she just didn’t give a fuck. No one who mattered would ever know about it, but she didn’t care about that, either. She was smiling as the Stuka’s guns finally opened up on the helicopter. Another last-ditch evasive maneuver happened on instinct. It wasn’t enough to entirely avoid the hail of bullets. Some missed. Some clipped the rotors and damaged them, sending the helicopter whirling across the bruised sky. Another bullet punched through the body of the craft and passed through the skull of the nurse, blasting her brains all over the helicopter’s interior. The Stuka flew above the faltering craft and passed it, disappearing in the distance.

	It would be back, Jessica knew, for a finishing fusillade.

	The helicopter continued to spin and drift toward the blanket of white below, trailing a thickening plume of black smoke above.

	Jessica was still desperately working the throttle and watching the horizon for the inevitable return of the Stuka when she happened to glance down and saw the wide black hole in the surface of the ice crust.

	She frowned.

	What the fuck?

	The helicopter’s rotors sputtered one last time and quit working as the craft dropped through the hole and disappeared from sight.

	Out there on the endless frozen landscape, everything looked the same as it had for so many countless thousands of years. Of Jessica Sloan, there was no trace.

	 

	 

	THE END

	 


 

	 

	 

	Coming one of these days…maybe…

	 

	DEPRAVED 4: AT THE CORE OF THE EARTH

	 


 

	 

	 

	AUTHOR’S NOTE:

	 

	 

	Before anyone rushes to point this out, let me be clear in saying I’m perfectly aware that the prison in the novel you just read in no way resembles any real prison anywhere. I know, okay? Hell, I just had Jessica Sloan ice Adolf Hitler. Ultra-realism was never the goal here.

	My last novel, ALL HALLOW’S DEAD, was a tribute/homage to the slasher movies that were so popular at the box office and video stores in the 1980s. DEPRAVED 3 is a homage to another subgenre of exploitation cinema. Specifically, women-in-prison (WIP) movies. Like the slasher movies, I watched many of these during my misspent youth. CHAINTED HEAT, CHAINED HEAT 2, CAGED HEAT, HELLHOLE, ILSA: SHE-WOLF OF THE SS, BARBED WIRE DOLLS, etc.

	The WIP genre, you should not be surprised to learn, was all about titillation. Sex, nudity, and violence. Girls, girls, girls. As you might imagine, I found all this quite captivating as a teenager. I don’t watch WIP movies much these days, but the fond memories have lingered. At some point, I decided I would write my own tribute to the genre, one in which I would go much farther in terms of explicit content than most of those movies ever could. Because, hey, that’s just what I do.

	Originally, I thought I’d do a stand-alone story unconnected to my other works. I planned to call it IN CHAINS. I put this notion on the back-burner while I worked on other things and eventually took a hiatus from writing. When I was ready to start working again, I had a backlog of ideas. I wanted to do IN CHAINS and a bunch of other things, including another DEPRAVED sequel. It was then that I hit on the idea of morphing the planned WIP novel into DEPRAVED 3.

	One thing I really didn’t want to do with DEPRAVED 3 was write another backwoods rednecks story. I’d done all I felt like doing with that concept, at least for a while. But I could take the main character, Jessica, and put her in an all new, even more “depraved” setting. So this is a whole killing two birds with one stone kind of deal. I threw in a couple of secondary characters from the first DEPRAVED (Helga and Megan) to further connect it to the first book in the series.

	As for whether there really will be a DEPRAVED 4: AT THE CORE OF THE EARTH…well, who knows? It might be fun. Maybe I’ll do it one day. But probably not for a while. I need to get to work on the rest of that backlog, including, eventually, some other sequels a lot of you are wanting. The next one, though, will probably be something totally new. Stay tuned.

	 

	Bryan Smith

	October 2016

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Follow Bryan on social media:

	 

	Twitter:

	 

	https://twitter.com/Bryan_D_Smith

	 

	Public Facebook page:

	 

	https://www.facebook.com/bryansmith/

	 

	Unofficial DEPRAVED 3 soundtrack/playlist on Spotify:

	 

	https://open.spotify.com/user/bryandsmith/playlist/7Em1lmCfl2x0QUKwPUbKmn
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