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Chapter 1: Waiting for a Ride

Annabelle Tillman knew only when she was going to be picked up from home, not by whom, or what they’d be driving. After the usual (and very welcome) formalities of being selected as a summer intern by Dinnerstein MacCauley, communications from Felicia Hardy had grown terse. The woman was traveling, she’d said apologetically, had some family illness too, so the last message was just “B ready to go 11 Sunday we’ll pick you up see you when I get back to town!”

By 10:30 that morning, Annabelle’s heart was thumping. She’d packed her bag and set it by the front door, put on her best black skirt, black sandals, white blouse, a red ribbon around her black hair, the last item her only nod to creative fashion.

Perched by the window in the second-floor library, she tapped absently on her laptop while she glanced repeatedly at the driveway to see whatever it was that would be coming to pick her up.

Adding to her anxiety, she and her owners, Randy and Marlena (mainly Randy), had gone over the security terms of her internship in great detail over the last few weeks. If she were stolen (her fleeing from bondage of her own volition was not the remotest concern, her ambition for the last two decades focused on success within subjecthood), the insurance company would not pay out unless all policies had been followed. And compliance was as much her responsibility as it was the law firm’s.

This wasn’t just a prestigious internship for Annabelle. It was something more, another transition in her life as a subject. Until now, restraints were minor, temporary, worn for practice. Sometimes for amusement. Now, for the first time in her life, they’d be put on her to serve an actual purpose, to keep her someplace, to limit her movement, to restrict her for hours, all day, multiple days.

But still, the precise details of how Randy’s insurance policy would be observed at Dinnerstein MacCauley—minor to anyone else—had become a central focus of hers, and she didn’t have enough information to answer all her questions. Where would she stay, what would she wear, how would the rules affect her ability to do her work? And at this very moment, the questions were more specific. Would they pick her up in a cage car? Chain her to the floor of a van? Force her to strip for the hour-long trip to Denver?

And yet, there was no real reason for her nerves. She’d grown up with a mom kept naked and in chains, she’d gotten used to her own nudity in the subject dorm at college, she’d been tied a few times for spankings there, hands bound behind her back long enough for her to get downstairs and get the paddle. So there was nothing to fear except the unknown. But until she saw who and what was coming to get her, all she had were unknowns.

“Annabelle, your ride’s here!” Mom called from downstairs.

Annabelle started, looked up from her laptop, searched the street, noticed the hood of a new model Brighton behind the hedges in the driveway, watched as a young man her age got out, stepped crisply up the drive to the walk.

Already reassured—the car was no prison transport, the man no slave guard—Annabelle shut her laptop, slid it into her bag, and rushed downstairs.

At the foot of the stairs, unfortunately, Annabelle had something new to fret over, because this was, apparently, an Event. Randy was there, Marlena was behind him, both moving to the door, but Mom in the lead, naked and shackled and completely unembarrassed, pulling the door open before the poor boy, whoever he was, could even knock.

“Hi,” Terry said in her most embarrassing eager-mom voice.

“Lesley Fordham, at your service,” the boy said with a slight bow and, thankfully, no apparent alarm.

This was no slave wrangler. Hair gelled into a loop over his forehead, round glasses, pink shorts, light blue, short-sleeved button down, black bowtie, and black canvas docksiders worked together to create the image of a young man on his way, born of a good family and quite possibly heading into law himself.

“I’m Terry, and this . . . this is my daughter,” Terry said, turning to find Annabelle, putting her hands on the girl’s shoulders and easing her forward.

Annabelle rolled her eyes at Lesley and he smiled back and she knew he understood, that sometimes parents could be a little ridiculous, and that transitioning from the mother of a child to the mother of an adult was a greater challenge for some than for others.

“Hi, Lesley,” Annabelle said, stepping forward, wrapping her left hand around her computer bag strap while she offered her right, and she grasped his hand firmly, confidently, before she eased back. “And this is Randy and Marlena, our . . . owners,” she said, pausing for half a second before the last word, because one never knew how others would respond to the phrase, or the concept. Simultaneously, she reached up self-consciously to her collar, to the tag dangling there, and she followed Lesley’s eyes as he glanced quickly and discreetly at it. But he didn’t skip a beat, entering the home with hand extended, first for Terry, then Randy and Marlena, smiling as he spoke each name, the picture of charm, the opposite of someone who carted subjects around for a living.

And yet Mom had to ask, “Do you drive for the law firm?”

“I’m the other intern,” he said. “They asked me if I could pick up Annabelle on my way to Denver. So, yes and no.”

“Where are you driving from?” Marlena asked, pushing the door closed behind the boy.

“Palm Springs,” he replied.

“California?” Randy said. “That’s 1,000 miles.”

“More than 1,000,” Lesley confirmed. “I broke up the drive a little. Saw some friends. Stayed in Vail last night.”

“Thank you for picking up my daughter,” Terry said, with far more drama than was necessary.

“My stuff’s right by the door,” Annabelle said, pointing to her suitcase in the hopes that might move things along, but it was another 15 minutes of small talk before she was finally allowed to hug her mother goodbye, and then Marlena and Randy, and flee the home and hustle to Lesley’s car.

She put her laptop in the back seat, and he put her rolling bag in the trunk, she got in, sat, held her breath and waited for him.

Annabelle had questions. She wanted to know what the next 10 weeks would be like, in as much detail as possible; everything from where the coffee maker would be to if she would actually get to contribute to a case in a way that made a difference. Lesley might not know any more than she did, but she was burning to make sure, and she ran through the questions in her mind while he started his car and tapped in the destination address and a map appeared on his console computer with Dinnerstein MacCauley at the far end.

But he got the first question in, as he was backing out of the long drive.

“They didn’t tell me you were a subject,” he said. "What’s that like?”

Annabelle laughed, not sure at first he was being serious, but he cast a sincere glance at her before he put the car in drive. Still, how does one answer that?

“The same, yet different,” was the answer she arrived at.

Lesley laughed, made his way to the end of the street.

“What do your parents do?” he asked.

“My mom’s my only parent,” Annabelle replied. “She’s a subject too. Which I guess was obvious.”

“What about Randy?”

“Yeah,” Annabelle said. “He owns my mom.”

“But he’s your dad, right?” Lesley queried.

“What?” Annabelle said. This was not the conversation she expected to have on the drive to Denver. Not at all.

“Your father,” Lesley clarified. “I might be wrong, but the similarities—”

“Please don’t tell me I look like Randy!” Annabelle exclaimed.

Lesley looked at her, first at her face, then ever so briefly down at her breasts.

“Oh no, there are some important differences,” he said. “Vive le and all that.”

“You think I look like him?” Annabelle demanded, staring forward, lower jaw extended.

“Well, that didn’t take long,” Lesley laughed. “It’s usually at least two minutes before I really put my foot into it.”

“No, I’m serious,” Annabelle said. “Why do you think we look alike? Monobrow?”

“He has a monobrow?” Lesley said. “I didn’t notice.” He took his eyes briefly off the road to look at the girl beside him. “But you don’t. You know that right?”

“Well, what then?”

“Let’s see if I can extricate myself from this hole without digging it deeper,” Lesley said with a nervous laugh. “So . . . first of all, speaking as a straight male, I find Randy the epitome of handsomeness.”

Annabelle offered a quick, sharp guffaw.

“But let’s just say, for the sake of argument,” Lesley continued, “that his appearance is slightly less than cover worthy.”

Another laugh.

“In many known cases, it is quite possible that a man of that description can have a daughter who bears some commonalities of appearance but is, in her own right, ravishing.”

Lesley paused strategically before adding, “Like you.”

“I’m not looking for a compliment,” Annabelle said. “I know what I look like. And I’m good with it. But you really think he’s my dad?”

“Is he?”

“No. My mom has no idea who it was. That line is blank on my asset declaration.”

“Asset declaration?”

“Sorry,” Annabelle said, “it’s a form they issue when there’s a new subject in the state. A Colorado form.”

“Like a birth certificate.”

“Yes, it serves the same purpose. What’s similar between us, then?”

“You want to watch me flail, don’t you?”

“Sure.”

“It’s more than looks,” Lesley said. “I should have started with that. It’s overall gestalt.”

“He raised me,” Annabelle noted. “So we should have the same gestalt.”

“This can’t be the first time it’s come up,” Lesley asserted.

“It’s not,” Annabelle admitted. “When people see us together, it comes up. He comes to school events, graduations. People want to know.”

“What do you say?”

“He’s my owner, not my dad. And I say it in a way that sort of shuts them down. Because . . . think about it. Who wants to have a kid you own?”

“It’s actually quite common,” Lesley said. “I hope you’re not—”

“No, I know,” Annabelle said quickly. “But not like this. If you’re buying women to breed with them and then sell their kids . . . like, that’s your business, okay. But I’m my mom’s only kid. No one was breeding her, like, as a business. My mom got pregnant, she had me, everyone raised me, and I’m still sort of realizing how awesome it was.”

“Does Randy have any plans for you?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, he owns you. Is he going to keep you?”

“I guess,” Annabelle said. “Probably.”

She paused, looked up. They were on 225 now, Lesley driving a responsible five miles over the speed limit.

“He’s going to rent me out,” she said. “At least, that’s what he said once. That’s still the plan, as far as I know.”

“Rent you out,” Lesley said. “As a lawyer?”

“Whatever I end up being,” Annabelle replied. “But lawyer looks most likely at this point.”

“How would that work?”

“I really haven’t thought much about it,” Annabelle said. “I guess the firm would pay him, and then I’d try to make enough on cases to cover their fee. And it might take a while for anyone to make any money.”

“What kind of law are you interested in?”

“I guess it should be liability, because of the money involved,” Annabelle said with a laugh. “Or something big and corporate. Right now I’m up for whatever, though. Randy hasn’t told me I have to focus on anything.”

“Is there a term?”

“Term?” Annabelle echoed.

“Where it ends.”

“Where what ends?”

“Your . . . arrangement with Randy.”

“He owns me,” Annabelle said, still sounding uncertain. “I don’t see how that ends. Until he dies or something. Him and Marlena. She owns me too.”

“Did your mother have any say in things?”

“What things?” Annabelle asked, laughing at herself self-consciously. It seemed like Lesley was trying to understand her situation harder than anyone else she’d ever met, or even she herself. Maybe that’s what happened to lawyers just starting out: they wanted to know about every contract. And these were good questions. But Annabelle had no answers. Where her life was concerned, she didn’t see how contracts could apply.

“Did she ask for any rights?” Lesley said.

“I don’t see how she could have,” Annabelle said. “She was homeless, living in the ruins of some building in Chicago, and Marlena showed up looking for a subject, and for Mom it was either go with Marlena or keep living outside and starving.”

“Family lore,” Lesley said.

“You think it’s fake?” Annabelle asked.

“Oh no, not at all,” Lesley said. “I’m saying lore in the sense that these are a family’s sacred stories. Learned at the youngest ages, retold with reverence. They’re usually true, mostly.”

“I’ve always believed,” Annabelle said.

“And you should,” Lesley agreed quickly. “But there might be more to the story. Your mother gave up her freedom. There might have been negotiations.”

“Like, you have to take care of her,” Annabelle said.

“More than that, too,” Lesley said. “Offspring.”

“Me, in other words.”

“Yes. Your mother might have asked for something, where you’re concerned.”

“Like an actual agreement?” Annabelle said, trying to imagine a document her mother would have signed that had to do with her. “I wasn’t even born yet.”

“You don’t have to be,” Lesley said. “A contingency, in other words.”

“I don’t know,” Annabelle said. “It’s never been mentioned. And my mom, well . . .”

“Yes?” Lesley prompted.

“Well, you met her, so you know,” Annabelle said. “Don’t get me wrong, I love her, but she’s not . . . her emotional intelligence, you know? She’s kind of like a kid.”

“She acquiesced, you’re fighting,” Lesley said.

“What do you mean?”

“You didn’t have to go to college. You didn’t have to go to law school. You’d have a lovely, easy life without all that.”

“I don’t think of it as fighting,” Annabelle said. “I think of it as the opposite. Everyone pushed me to do my best. Mom, and Randy and Marlena. So I did. I cooperated. And I was good at it. And I like it.”

“Have I put my foot in it again?” Lesley asked apologetically.

Annabelle laughed.

“No,” she said. “You’re very interesting. They’re all valid questions. Just things I never thought about. You know, when you’re too close to something, you can’t see it.”

“Where are you staying?” Lesley asked.

“Oh, at the firm,” Annabelle replied. “What about you?”

“A tiny apartment a few blocks from the office,” Lesley said, adding with a hint of jealousy, “How’d you land lodging at the firm?”

“I sort of have to live there,” Annabelle said. “For insurance.”

“Enlighten me.”

“The way I’d sum up my existence,” Annabelle said before she decided to start a different way. “Okay . . . there are a lot of things in life that probably seem strange to you, but that’s just because you’re not used to them. I assume your family never owned a subject?”

“Correct.”

“It’s different for subjects. There are things that get stranger, the longer you’re around them.”

“Interesting,” Lesley said with a nod.

“So I’m both a totally normal person,” she continued, “and also an object. In the same body, at the same time. An object. I have friends, I go to school, I’m going to be a lawyer I think. But also a thing. Property.”

“Yes,” Lesley said. “I’ve never heard it put quite that way, but I understand.”

“So there’s an actual, literal insurance policy on me,” she said. “Not health insurance. I mean, I have that too. But more like car insurance. If I get hurt, it pays out, like you pay out if your car gets dented. And if I disappear, it pays out too, like if your car gets stolen. So I’m a thing. And that’s how I’d sum up my life. As two people. Or a person and a thing.”

“Okay, I think I follow.”

“So, getting back to the original point, is why I’m staying at the firm,” Annabelle said. “I’ll sort of be a prisoner there. For the insurance.”

“A prisoner?”

“A literal, actual locked room,” Annabelle said. “That’s what I know so far. I’ll stay there at night. And then . . .”

Annabelle’s voice trailed off. She realized she didn’t want to offer up the next detail, that she’d be chained at times. Being locked up at night was fine. That’s what they did in college, and she was used to it. And besides, most people stay where they’re sleeping whether they’re locked up at night or not. But telling her new colleague that she’d have to wear something during the day because she was a slave—it was a different level of discomfort. It raised questions about her ability to perform as an intern, stellar as her credentials might be. It raised questions, in a sense, about her humanity. You chained animals. And prisoners. But lawyers? Besides, she wasn’t exactly sure what to expect. Chained how? When? Where?

“And then?” Lesley said.

“Oh, uh, just the rest of it,” Annabelle said, looking out the passenger window in a this-topic-is-done gesture.

“Like what?” Lesley asked.

“The rules from the insurance company,” she replied, wondering if he’d always been this nosey, or if he’d learned some new cross-examination skills in his mock trials classes.

“None of my business, then,” he said, which wasn’t a trial strategy, but was still effective.

If they chain me, Annabelle thought, he’s going to see it then. Whatever they do to me, he’ll see. She imagined that moment in the office, a few days—or a few hours—into their internship, and realized she’d be wishing he’d already been warned.

Okay.

“I’m just not sure,” she said honestly. “They might put a, I don’t know, like, a tether on me.”

“A tether,” he echoed. He was good. Just repeat a word and say nothing more. Then the other person feels like they have to fill in the silence.

“You know, like a chain I guess,” she ventured. “But that’s all I know. Felicia’s traveling and I haven’t gotten all the details.”

“So a tether,” Lesley said. “Why?”

“When I’m not in my room, the insurance company wants to make sure I’m accounted for,” Annabelle explained. “And not . . . not getting stolen, if you can believe that. Because then they have to pay a settlement for me.”

“How much?”

Annabelle laughed again, this time more easily. She was getting used to Lesley’s persistence. Admiring it almost.

“That’s supposedly a rude question,” she said. “But really, I don’t know. Randy never told me.”

“How would they know if you were stolen and didn’t run away?”

“Fingerprints,” Annabelle said, speaking nonsense now because she needed to be done with this. She didn’t know the details. She didn’t care. Tomorrow, she’d be starting an internship at one of Colorado’s most respected law firms. If she did it in chains, fine.

“What does Randy do?” he asked, finally resting on the preceding line of questions.

“He, uh . . . well, I don’t really think of it as what Randy does,” Annabelle began. “It’s mostly been my mom doing the work. 3D printing. We can make anything.”

“Oh, Dervish?” Lesley asked.

“No, Gentron,” Annabelle said. “Dervish is sort of taking over, but we still get business.”

“Competition,” Lesley said. "I hope that’s not—”

“Randy was really smart about things,” Annabelle interrupted. “He bought a nice house, and took care of me and Mom, but he socked a lot of money away while times were good. And he still makes a little. Or Mom does, for him.”

Lesley nodded. “So I’m taking you straight to the office?”

“Yes. I hope that’s not out of your way?”

“No, my apartment is a few blocks away.”

“Right, you mentioned that,” she said.

“Is someone going to let you in?” he asked.

“I hope so.”

“Think they’d let me in?”

“I don’t know,” Annabelle said. “That wasn’t discussed. Felicia just said show up at the back entrance, press the buzzer and give my name.”

“They’ll buzz us both in then,” Lesley said. “I’ll be coming with you.”

“If they ask, we can just say we thought you were supposed to keep an eye on me,” Annabelle said with an ironic snort. “Since that’s part of the deal.”

Lesley navigated a path through the heavy traffic just off the highway and into the edge of Denver before he spoke again.

“What do you mean?”

“Someone in authority is supposed to be with me, when I’m, you know, out and about.”

“Oh, another insurance rule?”

“Yes.”

“So I’m the person in authority right now?” he asked, checking his hair in the mirror to mime exaggerated self-importance.

Annabelle laughed at him, louder than he deserved, but she was getting nervous as they rumbled through downtown Denver. Lesley’s charm had taken her mind off things during the drive, but now the sense of uncertainty returned with a vengeance. What if they hadn’t really set up an adequate space for her? What if she spent the next 10 weeks doing nothing because they couldn’t figure out how to get any work out of a virtual prisoner? What if she just wasn’t cut out for real legal work, chain or no chain?

Neither spoke, Lesley navigating and Annabelle lost in her thoughts until they reached the heart of downtown, the narrow street a veritable valley between imposing skyscrapers.




Chapter 2: A Cell, and a New Friend

“Here we are,” Lesley said, and he turned right and headed up the dark tunnel of a parking garage, stopping at the first empty space on the garage’s second floor, and for the next 10 minutes, they wandered the cavernous space together, Annabelle rolling her bag behind, looking for an elevator or a ramp to the 10-story building beside them, most of it occupied by the historic, long-term home of Dinnerstein MacCauley. The hunt ended when they spotted the underside of a short bridge from the garage’s third level to the building, and after a quick elevator ride up, they were at the firm’s back door, where Annabelle pressed the intercom button with shaking fingers.

“Yauh?” a man’s voice said over the speaker.

“Hi,” Annabelle said breathily. “It’s Annabelle Tillman. I’m expected?”

The door beeped and Lesley pushed it open and led the way into the unexpected opulence of the firm’s back entrance, a small unlit crystal chandelier hovering over a space of matching silk chairs and loveseats, an antique cherry desk to the left where, presumably, a receptionist presided during office hours.

They heard the man approaching before they saw him, first a cough and heavy breathing, then the door into the rest of the building opening, and finally his large form appearing there, his clothing the blue uniform of a rental security service.

“Annabelle?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “I’m here to start my internship. Where should I go?”

“I’m supposed to put you in your cell,” he said, turning back down the hall.

Cell

So this is what they were calling it. Not room, or apartment. Cell.

She opened her mouth to ask if Lesley could come too, but the boy followed and no one tried to stop him.

“Is there anyone here today?” Lesley asked the man.

“I guess,” the guard replied. “There usually is.”

They reached an ornate elevator hall, two on each side, and he pressed the up button.

“You can’t stay with her,” he said, looking at Lesley.

“Oh no, I’ll be on my way as soon as you get her . . . where she’s going,” Lesley said, laughing nervously. “I’m an intern too, so I’d like to look around.”

“You can do that.”

The elevator arrived and they all entered. They were on the second floor, and the man hit the button for the fixth floor, Annabelle noted, determined to learn about the firm’s space with the same diligence she’d applied to the study of law.

“They said you’ll be here for 10 weeks,” the man said, looking only at Annabelle.

“We both will be,” Lesley said. “Until the first week of August.”

“They don’t have a space for you,” the guard said to Lesley, leading Annabelle to conclude the man wasn’t especially bright, wasn’t getting the context here. He’d been given one job this afternoon, lock up a girl, and any other information that presented itself would be processed against that single command.

“I have a place a few blocks away,” Lesley said, unnecessarily. “I’ll be going there today.”

This floor the elevator opened to wasn’t as nice, the halls narrow, carpeted plainly, and lined with doors that, Annabelle suspected, were reserved for lesser attorneys, the entry-level drones who worked endlessly for little pay as a price for admission to better things. Confirming her suspicions, some of the doors had names on them, printed out on paper, written with magic marker, one name carved into a thin slat of wood like something you got from a hobby shop.

At the end of the hall they turned left down a shorter hall that terminated at a barred door, open at present.

Annabelle had spent four years as an undergraduate, and two more in law school sleeping behind such bars, and their presence alone did not disturb her. It was their location that gave her pause—at a law firm—and her first inclination was contrition, the feeling that she was imposing here, that her . . . Her what? Her disability? Her handicap? . . . was inconveniencing the others in this building, that her special accommodations were making this place less suitable for everyone else. Why did she think she could be an intern here? Why did she think she could be an intern anywhere? Or a lawyer, anywhere? They felt sorry for her. That’s why Dinnerstein MacCauley had selected her. The poor slave girl wanted to pretend she was something she wasn’t, and the soft hearts at this esteemed law firm couldn’t think of a way to deliver the bitter truth, that her dreams were strange and malformed. So they’d breached the sanctity of their own space, adding a jail to their floorplan to provide her with a 10-week illusion. She’d be kept here, out of the way, until the internship was over, and then she’d be let out to finish her schooling and get her degree and be told, by someone else, that her dream was a sad folly.

Was she really that different from her mother? The woman had learned a single skill and had done well at it, and the Tillmans had taken wonderful care of her and someone had gotten her pregnant and they were taking wonderful care of the issue as well, such good care of the girl in fact that her mind had wandered of its own accord to the phantasmagorical, to the conjuring of that most unlikely of fauna, the slave girl lawyer. But who—

“Miss?” the guard said.

Evidently, Annabelle had stopped, frozen in the middle of the short hallway, white-knuckled hand wrapped around the handle of her rolling bag, her other hand gripping her computer bag strap while her eyes fixed on the middle distance and saw nothing there.

Both the guard and Lesley were looking expectantly at Annabelle, so she returned their stares, managed a self-deprecating smile and moved forward, pulling her bag behind her, entering the dark space, and she reached reflexively around the opening for a light switch, found two and flipped them both upward, bathing the space in an office-bright glare, so she pushed the closer switch down, turning off the overhead LEDs, finding she preferred the homier cast of the four bulbs recessed in the corners of the ceiling, but she turned without further surveying her new home because she didn’t want the men to see her doing that, and she watched the door swing toward her and clang shut, and she focused on the locking mechanism, as though she found that very interesting.

It was a thick bolt with a U-rod soldered at the end, and the guard angled up the U-rod so he could slide the bolt through a hole in the iron jamb, and he dropped the U back down and used a padlock to secure it in that position.

Annabelle glanced up at Lesley, disappointed to see he was also watching the process, so when he looked back up at her, she smiled awkwardly and said the only thing she could think of: “Thanks for the ride.”

“Of course,” he replied, reaching through the bars to shake her hand. “I look forward to sharing the internship with you.”

“Okay,” she said. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

“Indeed.”

Lesley and the guard turned away from her cell and vanished around the corner, but she could still hear their voices, Lesley asking something, the guard answering, none of the words audible.

She released her rolling bag, dropped her laptop bag on her bed, surveyed her space.

It was, overall, like a bedroom. An efficiency apartment. A high-end efficiency, the back wall made of raw brick, mottled red and brown, stained here and there with black leachate and spatters of old white paint. This was the real thing, she realized, touching it. A certain kind of restaurant went for this effect, installing a faux version if they had to. You could sometimes find things like this in the loft apartments everyone wanted, built within converted warehouse space downtown, and renting at a premium.

Annabelle, sensing the faint whiff of fresh paint and new carpet, took in the fine points of her cell: A twin bed, a large armoire, a table with a fridge below it, a microwave on top, a coffee maker, two plates, glasses, mugs, and silverware in a tray, a desk with a PC, and at the far corner a door into a tiny washroom, with a toilet, shower and sink. This is where she’d have to do dishes, she noted with minor disappointment as she peered in, but the fixtures were new, not unlike the bathroom on a cruise ship, and overall, other than the barred door, this was good living by downtown Denver standards, especially for someone just starting out.

She set her rolling bag on her bed, opened it, pulled out her phone and texted her mom: “I’m here, Lesley’s cool and my room is really nice!”

“So glad! I love you!” Terry texted back within seconds.

Torn between unpacking and investigating the PC they’d put on her desk, she went for the PC, powered it up, hoped she wasn’t breaking a rule.

She expected to get no further than the login screen, but to her surprised delight, the system already knew who she was. “Welcome, Annabelle!” it said. She provided her birthdate and the last four of her Subject ID in the spaces provided, and entered the glorious world of Dinnerstein MacCauley’s private servers.

Policies and rules, a directory of all the employees, with contact information and pictures (she needed to upload hers, she realized), the firm’s private chat, three precious legal library subscriptions (the law school had just two) and a huge number of cases worked by the firm, some of which she could open to look at public filings, some of which, when clicked, replied with, “Sorry, you are not authorized. Please see administrator for access.”

For almost an hour, she lost herself in what most people in the world would find numbingly boring. But she knew the information here was her ticket, her gateway, her path out of the self-doubt that had always haunted her, the means by which she would start silencing the voice that kept accusing her of being unworthy, hopeless, delusional. The more she could learn, understand and retain, the more quickly she could progress at the firm. She wanted to make a difference here. Like many with her disadvantages, she was driven by an insatiable hunger for the ordinary sort of respect most people take for granted.

Only once did she pause while exploring the files, when her left foot touched something small and hard set into the floor under the desk. She next tapped it intentionally, with the side of her foot, set her foot on top of it, rolled her chair back and peered into the space, quickly confirming her initial suspicions, that this was a cleat, a small piece of forged steel mounted discreetly into the floor of her cell. This was no vestige of whatever this room had last been. It was shiny, and new. It had been put here for her. And somewhere in this building, she knew with a preternatural certainty, there was a chain already purchased and waiting. One end of the chain would be fastened to this cleat, and the other end, the end with the locking ring, would be closed around her ankle whenever they thought necessary. Her first question was how long the chain would be. Three feet? Five? Long enough to reach her little bathroom? More questions followed. Who would manage the key? When would her ankle be bound? And how, exactly, would it be done? Annabelle tried to set the morbid ruminations aside and return her full attention to the Dinnerstein MacCauley files, but possible answers to the last question tugged at her imagination. She pictured the guard who had just locked her in her cell remaining a constant presence in her life, arriving every morning to unlock her door and chain her foot, his inability to converse at her level meaning there was no way to ease the awkwardness of the act, so it would be done in silence, the man like a fairy tale ogre, a beast in a mansion with a girl who had to be tethered to start her days.

But the girl would labor with fairy tale determination, knowing only that she must do so, the connection murky between her tireless efforts and the right outcome.

“Annabelle,” someone said just beyond her door.

Annabelle wrenched around to see Lesley at the bars, another man beside him. “Oh, hey!” she said, and she stood and looked to make sure the imaginary chain wasn’t already closed around her ankle before she headed to her door.

“You stayed,” she said with what she hoped was a confident smile.

“I couldn’t find the exit, and that guard fellow was no help,” Lesley mourned, “but it sort of ended up as a happy accident, because I’ve met someone. Annabelle, Stephen. Stephen, Annabelle.”

As much time as she spent locked up at Blythe Hall, she rarely had occasion to practice the more refined social rituals through the door that marked evening boundaries in college. Once they were locked in for the night, everyone but Kirby, the dorm “mother,” was confined, so it wasn’t like a bunch of people were walking the halls, saying hi to everyone. Really, no one was doing that, so this would be different, one of a growing list of things Annabelle was identifying as areas of adaption while she was an intern.

“Hi, Stephen,” Annabelle said, and she sensed his uncertainty. Welcomed it, really. He looked at her with raised eyebrows, and she answered his unspoken question by extending her hand between the bars, grasping his hand firmly, confidently, as though she did this all the time.

This would be her guiding principle: If I fail here because of my condition, it won’t be my fault. I can be defeated, but you will have to do it. I will fight with everything I have to learn, grow, contribute.

“You’re working on a Sunday,” Annabelle noted. “Something urgent?”

“Not urgent,” Stephen said. “Commercial real estate transaction. But I found out Friday they’re closing tomorrow afternoon so . . . here I am.”

“Bainbridge?” Annabelle asked.

“Yeah, they’re the buyers. You know them?”

“No, I just saw the folders, noticed it was being updated today,” she said. “Lucky guess.”

“You’ve already got access?” Stephen asked, looking over Annabelle’s shoulder and into her cell, and now she had a new thing to regret, because everyone was going to see her desk and PC on one side of the space, and her bed on the other.

“Seems like I do,” she said. “I entered my data and it all opened up.”

“You’re already a step ahead of me,” Lesley said, sounding truly distressed. This wasn’t a competition in Annabelle’s mind, but maybe it was for him?

“If you can find your office, I bet there’s a PC with an account waiting for you,” Annabelle suggested.

“Any idea where they’re going to put me?” Lesley asked, turning hopefully to Stephen.

“Somewhere on the junior hall with the rest of us,” Stephen said. “Did they give you a key?”

“No, they only rolled out the red carpet for Annabelle,” Lesley quipped.

Was this a joke? Should it be a joke? Should Annabelle be offended, change the subject, or join in? Her instincts took over before she could finish pondering the deeper moral implications. She reached out, grabbed the bars of her door with both hands, gave it a shake, was briefly startled by the resulting clang’s volume, but managed to deliver her punchline all the same. “Home sweet home,” she said.

It wasn’t really that funny, but both men roared their approval, for whatever reason. Making a joke of the awkward was always more amusing than the same joke told where no one was being humiliated.

“Do you do mostly real estate?” Annabelle asked when the men had regained their composure. The joke is over, she thought. Let’s not spend the rest of the conversation making light of my little prison.

“Corporate law in general,” Stephen said. “But while I’m still learning the fun stuff, I do deeds. What are you interested in?”

“Whatever they need the most help with,” Annabelle replied. “I liked litigation, but I’m not expecting to do any of that this summer.”

“A born performer,” Lesley quipped.

Was it another joke? At her expense?

Annabelle tilted her head, raised one eyebrow and looked at Lesley out of the corner of her eye. He needed to explain himself this time. If he was going to play with her, he needed to admit that’s what he was doing. She saw no reason to compete with her fellow intern, was certain their victories would be equally valuable if they both applied themselves. But if he was going to make this a contest, she needed to know so she could hit back. She’d been in her share of fights. No, more than her share. Like any slave. And these were fights she had to win, not just for her ego, but for her well-being, her livelihood, her life.

Joust with Annabelle Tillman at your own risk, Lesley Fordham.

Lesley seemed to understand Annabelle’s expression, and his next words suggested he had no interest in taking her on, at least socially.

“I just meant,” he said quickly, “that you have a presence. I’m sure it’s not the first time you’ve heard that.”

Very briefly, both men’s eyes went to Annabelle’s chest, where her bosom rose full and high beneath the black fabric of her (she now realized) too formal dress. Is this what Lesley meant? All you needed was big tits to make a splash before judge and jury? It was still an insult, Annabelle suspected, but of a different kind, and possibly unintended, all implications she needed to work through later. At the moment, she was simply embarrassed. Yes, they were nice to have, sensitive and fun to squeeze during masturbation, fun to look at in the mirror, and everyone she had sex with, male or female, seemed to want to do things to them before they turned to more serious matters. But they were for fun only, not in any way meant to further her career. So no, there was nothing to be said here unless Annabelle wanted to say it all, deliver a speech about the vast gulf between the mind she would use to practice law, and the parts of her body she and other people used for fun. And then the words clicked into place.

“You mean my mouth?” she asked, preparing to resolve all the dilemmas before her with a single sentence. “It has always been twice the size it needed to be.”

Yes, her mouth could be used for sex (and often had been), but unlike her breasts, it could also be used professionally.

More male laughter. Nervous laughter.

So she knew how to make men laugh, in a professional setting, she realized. This could be useful. Skate up to the edge of slavery, or bondage, or sexual body parts, offer some mildly amusing quip, and let them laugh. Would women laugh too?

But Annabelle was done with this. She wanted to unpack, put on more comfortable clothes, explore the little space that would be her home for the next 10 weeks. And then, more PC time, more files, more research. It was like studying for finals. She loved studying for finals. And every day here would be like another day of finals.

“Thanks so much for the drive, Lesley,” she said. “And Stephen, I hope we’ll get to do a little work together. I really enjoyed meeting you.”

The men looked at each other, seemed to understand they were being dismissed, smiled awkwardly.

“Have you gotten into Mezage?” Stephen asked.

“The chat app?” Annabelle replied. “I opened it but I didn’t do anything.”

“Look me up,” Stephen said as he backed away. “Stephen Marconi. That’ll be the easiest way to talk to people.”

“Okay,” Annabelle said with a final wave, and Stephen and Lesley vanished around the corner and left her with a new wave of doubt and regret. Why not keep talking to them? Why did she dismiss them? What did he mean by “That’ll be the easiest way to talk to people”? Because she’s stuck in here? Did she really think that going through things on the server would smooth her way here as an intern? C’mon. Even if she memorized everything she found there, she’d still be a girl in a cell.

She missed the men. She wanted to keep bantering with them. About nothing. It kept her mind off her dark thoughts.

She went to her bed and sat heavily, rested her elbows on her thighs and her chin in her palms, and tried to imagine a way forward. She struggled at first, but toughness comes in many forms. There are the athletes who perform with a sprain, a twist, even a break. And there are the girls who keep going down a road no one else can see. And for slave girls, almost every road is invisible.

Focus on the tangible, the real, the immediately doable, Annabelle reminded herself, and not for the first time. Set aside the doubt. You’re here because they want you here. And they went to a lot of trouble for you.

Unpack. Change. Brush your teeth.

She looked toward the door and realized for the first time that she had no privacy. Anyone in this building could come to the barred entrance of her home and peer in at her, in any state of dress. She was used to nudity, had come to prefer it in her dorm room, found the process of stripping an interruption when she and a fellow subject decided to couple in Blythe. But the idea of being seen here, at Dinnerstein MacCauley, in any condition less than fully put together, was unimaginable to her. And naked was out of the question. She would do everything she could to look like a lawyer here, not a slave, to anyone who saw her. Tomorrow, she resolved, she would ask for a cover of some kind for her door, a blanket at least, if not something more substantial.

She spent an hour unpacking and organizing, found the armoire roomy enough for her things, went to her bathroom to change into a t-shirt and sweatpants, returned to her company PC, logged on, glanced at the files before she gave in and opened Mezage. Stephen was waiting for her, apparently. She was only three minutes into setting up an account and trying to upload a professional-looking picture of herself from her phone when a message popped up from “Stephen S”, complete with a picture of the man she’d been speaking to.

“Hey, Annabelle.”

“Hey, Stephen,” she replied gamely. “How’s the deed coming?”

“Officially, a property transfer agreement,” he replied. “But good. Almost done.”

“Thanks for the Mezage advice,” she wrote. “I was just setting up my account.”

“Great,” he said. “Are we cool?”

What? Are we cool? Why wouldn’t we be cool?

“Yup,” she wrote.

“Weird question I know but I’m never good in new situations. And this was a new situation.”

“What do you mean?”

“You, here,” Stephen wrote. “In your space. I won’t show up there again unless I’ve checked with you first. Because it’s your home, you know? I shouldn’t have just come to your door like that. But Lesley seemed to think it would be okay.”

“Yeah, it was fine,” Annabelle wrote, pondering the meaning here. Until you’ve been around slaves a lot, you didn’t know how to act around them. Stephen was inexperienced, she assumed, working through the unwritten etiquette of how to deal with people who also happened to be someone else’s property. And then, in this case, someone else’s property who at the moment of their introduction happened to be locked up. Kudos to him for trying, for seeing her as a person whose feelings mattered, and her cell as her personal domain, with all the dignity anyone’s home was due. “I really appreciated the company. How’s your project coming along?”

“Almost done. Mind if I swing by again in a few?”

“Sure,” Annabelle wrote, the word masking a sudden knot in her stomach. “See you soon.”

She leaned back, folded her arms and closed her eyes, because she believed she knew where this was going. Whether she was right or wrong, she was going to have to start making decisions about things that were not mentioned anywhere in the Dinnerstein MacCauley corporate manual.

She grabbed her laptop, plugged it in, arranged herself on her bed, back against the wall, turned on her phone’s hotspot, prayed silently that the technology would work and this wasn’t against some rule, and she opened up Look! and started typing:

MsAnnabelleTillman: Aubritch? Aubritch? Please tell me you’re there!

MsAnnabelleTillman: Hello?

MsAnnabelleTillman: Hello? This is an emergency! Please be there!




Chapter 3: Look! With Aubrey

AubreyWinston: OMG, what’s up, stranger?

MsAnnabelleTillman: Hey, how you been, stranger?

AubreyWinston: Fine. Been a lonely month though without hearing from you.

MsAnnabelleTillman: Sorry, went straight from complaints & motions to finals to internship

AubreyWinston: Congratulations on that again, by the way

MsAnnabelleTillman: Thanks, I’m here. Just got here. Need advice. Freaking out

AubreyWinston: You’re there? In Denver? You got a place?

MsAnnabelleTillman: When we have time, I’ll catch you up. I’m staying here, at the firm. Calling it my “cell” I’m locked in. Been here a few hours. It’s nice. I’m good.

AubreyWinston: You don’t need me to break you out?

MsAnnabelleTillman: ha ha no. I need advice. I’m think I’m about to get hit on.

AubreyWinston: Well, that didn’t take long

MsAnnabelleTillman: I mean, maybe not. But I met this junior lawyer and he’s going to stop by

MsAnnabelleTillman: He’s here doing work, and he’s done with it almost, and messaged me, office app, said he’d be by, and I’m not sure why but I suspicious

MsAnnabelleTillman: he stopped by already, sort of a vibe there, you know?

AubreyWinston: Is he cute?

MsAnnabelleTillman: Sure. He’s a lawyer after all

AubreyWinston: lmao so just do it, right? Like always?

MsAnnabelleTillman: You’re making me sound like a slut

AubreyWinston: We should all be so lucky

MsAnnabelleTillman: Please tell me you understand the difference I’m working here I’m a lawyer I can’t just be doing that you have to know that

AubreyWinston: Do you want to, though?

MsAnnabelleTillman: I want to be the best intern they’ve ever had, including all the free ones. I don’t want to get sent home on my first day

AubreyWinston: Is he married?

MsAnnabelleTillman: I don’t know

AubreyWinston: You didn’t see a ring?

MsAnnabelleTillman: Didn’t look

AubreyWinston: You have to look for these things

MsAnnabelleTillman: I will, but it never mattered before

AubreyWinston: Wait, you’ve done married guys?

MsAnnabelleTillman: I’ve told you. Constitutional law TA?

AubreyWinston: Oh yeah. Wife came home, caught you, didn’t care when she saw your collar?

MsAnnabelleTillman: That’s the one

AubreyWinston: So you’re safe then

MsAnnabelleTillman: No I’m not

AubreyWinston: Look for a ring. No ring you let him pound you

MsAnnabelleTillman: You are not taking this seriously

AubreyWinston: I’m giving you the same advice I always give, since it’s what you’re going to do anyway

MsAnnabelleTillman: This is different! I’m not in school I’m trying to be professional

AubreyWinston: Let him pound you and then don’t tell anyone

MsAnnabelleTillman: people talk it’s what they do you know that

AubreyWinston: do you want to do it with him?

MsAnnabelleTillman: I could. I’m hoping not to go 10 weeks with nothing

AubreyWinston: Then do it and if he talks he talks. They get how it works, right?

MsAnnabelleTillman: This is complicated. I’m their first subject. They haven’t really known what to do with me.

AubreyWinston: what do you mean?

MsAnnabelleTillman: I mean, there are insurance rules. They’re supposed to keep me, like, they call it secure, so they had to figure it out

MsAnnabelleTillman: I think they’re still figuring it out

MsAnnabelleTillman: They built this space for me they call it a cell. I’m probably going to get chained

MsAnnabelleTillman: but they’re figuring it out. And so am I. Having sex is not

MsAnnabelleTillman: I want to be a lawyer

MsAnnabelleTillman: that’s why I’m here. They can end my internship. That’s in the thing I had to sign

MsAnnabelleTillman: So if I do the wrong thing with that and they end my internship, it’s basically over

AubreyWinston: What’s over?

MsAnnabelleTillman: well, I mean, like, everything. School, career, life. Everything

AubreyWinston: don’t do it then, honey

MsAnnabelleTillman: But what if it’s just like dating? What if it’s like at college? You connect, have fun, go out

AubreyWinston: wait until you figure it out then

MsAnnabelleTillman: But this guy’s coming now, to talk to me some more. Do I flirt? Hint I can do it? Or put up a wall?

AubreyWinston: You and a wall. Funny

MsAnnabelleTillman: You have zero advice, then

AubreyWinston: I don’t. I’m sorry

MsAnnabelleTillman: How’s Barry?

AubreyWinston: Working really hard – so am I

MsAnnabelleTillman: Lots of projects to manage?

AubreyWinston: For both of us. I’m wrapping up a trading app, he’s just about to help with a corp. culture review

MsAnnabelleTillman: Still think he’ll propose

AubreyWinston: pretty sure of it. When time is right I’m sort of pressuring him

MsAnnabelleTillman: You still liking Anaheim?

AubreyWinston: Love it. We’re getting into the city every weekend. Total playground.

MsAnnabelleTillman: cool

AubreyWinston: Hey, thought here, maybe it’s up to you

MsAnnabelleTillman: What do you mean?

AubreyWinston: You’re their first subject, right? So you call the shots, where that’s concerned

MsAnnabelleTillman: I don’t know. I’m the lowest on the totem pole oh shit he’s here bye!

AubreyWinston: Bye!




Chapter 4: Sushi for Lunch

“Hey, Stephen,” Annabelle said brightly, closing her laptop and sliding off her bed.

“Hi, Annabelle,” he said, standing at the bars. “Looks like you got comfortable.”

“Yes, you noticed?” Annabelle said, looking down at her sweatpants. “Cazhed out, since it looks like I’m going to be here for the foreseeable future.”

“How’s that going to work?” he asked.

“How’s what going to work?”

“Do you mind talking about this?” he asked. “I’m not . . . I mean, we may be working together. So it’s a professional question. Will you be . . . getting out?”

“I’m assuming so,” Annabelle said with an ironic shrug. “I’ll be meeting with clients, they promised me that. So I can’t just talk to them here, I don’t think. Or maybe? Maybe we could set up tables on either side of the bars? What do you think?”

Stephen seemed to be pondering the question seriously until he looked at Annabelle’s face and noticed her severely arched right eyebrow, and he laughed and shook his head.

“So there’s no corporate manual on this?” he asked. “Nothing in writing?”

“I don’t know,” Annabelle said. “I’m the first subject you’ve ever employed, in any capacity, is my understanding. So maybe after I’m done here, there will be some rules. But right now, it’s all up to the insurance company.”

“Insurance company?”

“I’m insured. Property insurance. It’s pretty common.”

“For how much?”

“Lesley asked the same question,” Annabelle said. “It’s sort of . . . it’s considered rude to ask.”

“Oh, shit, I did it again,” Stephen mourned.

“No, you’re fine. I’d tell you if I knew, but I don’t.”

“It’s secret?”

“I just never asked,” Annabelle said. “I wasn’t really aware of it even until now, until the internship. And . . . well, I don’t care how much my owner gets paid if I disappear. Probably the last thing on my mind at that point.”

“So this is about insurance,” Stephen said, touching the bar lightly.

“Yes, this, and probably some other things,” Annabelle said. She was ready to talk about this now. Lesley had been practice. Holding back on the details simply delayed the inevitable. Tell everyone who asks all she knows, so when and if it actually happens, she won’t have to listen to her colleagues gasp.

“Other things?” Stephen said, using Lesley’s tried and true cross-examination approach.

“Well, chains, basically,” Annabelle said, looking down at her feet. “I’m guessing ankles.”

Stephen grimaced and pressed his lips together, clearly done with the topic. He looked over her shoulder into her cell, scanning everything.

“Half the people who work here would kill for this space,” he said. “Barred door or not.”

“You can’t beat the commute,” Annabelle agreed.

“Have you had lunch?”

“What?”

“Lunch. Did they leave some food for you?”

“Oh my god,” Annabelle said. “What time is it?”

Stephen pulled out his phone. “Almost 2:30.”

Now that she’d identified the cause, the vague sense of distress at her middle became a sudden, urgent burning.

“I just totally forgot!” she laughed. “And I’m a lunch-at-noon girl. And I’m actually starving.”

“Maybe there’s some food in the fridge,” Stephen suggested, and Annabelle made her way over, pulled open the door, reached in.

“Two ramens,” she announced, laughing and holding them on either side of her face. “I won’t starve!”

“Let me get you something decent,” Stephen said. “There’s a sushi place right around the corner. Do you like sushi?”

“Love it.”

“Shrimp tempura?”

“Oh my god, I’m gonna faint,” Annabelle warned. “Hurry.”

“Give me 15 minutes,” he said, backing quickly away from her door.

Annabelle watched him go, returned to her laptop, realized she still didn’t know if he was wearing a ring.

“hey, still there?” she typed to Aubrey. “I think I’m gonna be okay. But thanks for dealing with my panic”

AubreyWinston: you already let him fuck you?

MsAnnabelleTillman: No, shitface, he’s getting me lunch

AubreyWinston: How does that resolve anything?

MsAnnabelleTillman: It doesn’t but I’m fucking starving and I’m not freaking out anymore, that’s all

AubreyWinston: why not?

MsAnnabelleTillman: I don’t know maybe because he showed up and it was a normal conversation

AubreyWinston: were you expecting him to show up with his dick out?

MsAnnabelleTillman: No shut up please he’s nice he’s getting me lunch. It’s the fear of the unknown You know?

MsAnnabelleTillman: I’ve been worried all day about everything and then when it happens its chill

AubreyWinston: so how are you going to play it?

MsAnnabelleTillman: just normal. just normal socializing. they make the first move

AubreyWinston: and then you pounce

MsAnnabelleTillman: no. Ill be myself. If I want to, I’ll do it.

AubreyWinston: you’re going to be doing it all the time then

MsAnnabelleTillman: If I ever get the opportunity. That’s still up in the air They might chain me whenever they let me out

AubreyWinston: you can do it in chains, right?

MsAnnabelleTillman: It depends on what kind. But who wants to do it to a chained girl?

AubreyWinston: Oh, honey, you can’t be asking me that

MsAnnabelleTillman: I’m not here to make porn, bitch, I’m a lawyer

AubreyWinston: that’s so cool, by the way. my friend the lawyer

MsAnnabelleTillman: thanks, you know? You were there for me today, I’m grateful

MsAnnabelleTillman: Hey, he’s supposed to be back any sec with lunch, look out for me, when I have a spare sec I’ll message

AubreyWinston: cool bye

MsAnnabelleTillman: bye!

Annabelle, unable to wait any longer, microwaved one of the ramens and was halfway through it when Stephen showed back up.

“Hey, still hungry?” he asked.

“Real food!” she shouted, putting down her soup and heading to the door, dropping to sit cross-legged, and Stephen took his place opposite her, reached into a white paper bag, drew out one by one a veritable smorgasbord of Asian delights—egg rolls, sushi, fried rice, steamed vegetables, fortune cookies.

“Wait, let me get dishes,” Annabelle said, and she hopped up, returned with two plates, turned one sideways to hand it to Stephen through the bars, departed again to grab two glasses of tap water.

“Load me up,” she urged, pressing her plate against the bars, watching while Stephen reached through with a roll of sushi, an egg roll, a half carton of vegetables.

“Do you do chopsticks?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said without hesitation, accepting those as well, setting down her plate and digging in.

“They gave you two of everything?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said, laughing with her mouth full. “Maybe I’ll be having company. Or maybe it’s so I can do two meals before I have to wash dishes. This is fantastic, thanks so much.”

“Take as much as you want,” he said.

“I can’t eat close to half of this,” she warned. “I hope you’re hungry.”

“The rest is going home,” he said. “Dinner for my girlfriend.”

Girlfriend. My girlfriend. He’s attached. This isn’t a come on. This is just a lawyer being nice. To a fellow attorney. I’m locked in, having a late lunch with a colleague on the other side of my barred door.

And it’s normal.

“What does she do?” Annabelle asked, trying not to reveal her sudden, overwhelming joy. If she’d been alone, she would have shed tears. Hunger can do that to you, of course. But so can the removal of anxiety.

“She’s in graduate school,” he replied. “Master’s in health administration.”

“When does she finish?”

“Got another year. You like mustard? Yum yum?”

“For sure,” Annabelle said, accepting two yellow packets and a little Styrofoam cup of sauce. “How long have you been together?"

“We met in college, moved in together last summer.”

“Thinking about marriage?”

Stephen nodded. “She’s proposed, yeah.”

“She proposed?”

“You know that’s how it works, right?” he said. “The girl tells the guy when she’s ready to be proposed to. And then he carries it out. But she’s the one who brought it up.”

“Okay,” Annabelle said, unfamiliar with that version of things.

“What about you?” he asked. “Anyone you’re close to?”

“You mean, do I have a boyfriend?” she asked, staring at him as she pondered the question.

“Oh shit, is that another rude question?”

“It’s not rude,” she said. “It’s just . . . I don’t know. Irrelevant.”

“I shouldn’t have asked it,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?” Annabelle asked. She wasn’t hurt. An irrelevant question did her no harm.

“You look . . . disappointed,” he said.

“No, I’m not,” she said, focusing on him again. “I’m thinking. It’s how I look when I’m thinking. People have told me that.”

“What are you thinking?” he asked. “The best way to tell me off?”

“No, not at all,” Annabelle said, laughing and smiling at him, and she lifted a slice of sushi with her chopsticks. “You’re my hero. And your question . . . it’s logical. I bet it won’t be the last time I get asked that here. I just never have before. You don’t ask subjects that. Not because it’s rude. It’s not rude. There’s just no reason to ask it.”

Stephen nodded, looked at her a little sadly.

“Oh no,” she said, “I think I see where this is going. Let me explain.”

She shoved the sushi into her mouth, tried to smile reassuringly. The only way to understand slavery was to ask a slave, she reminded herself. She didn’t mind answering. In fact, she took at times a perverse pleasure in revealing the secrets of life as property, eliciting the occasional wide-eyed response, the occasional intake of breath.

“We don’t get married,” she began. “That’s been drilled into me since I knew what marriage was. My mom never got married. But she had me. And she worked. And there was a lot of love in our house. From her, from Marlena, one of our owners, and from Randy too, the other owner. So she could have done worse. A lot worse. A bad marriage, that’s really bad. So that door’s closed to me, but that’s okay.”

Hunger persisted, and Annabelle pushed more sushi into her mouth, smiling at Stephen and motioning with her hand so he knew she’d be speaking again as soon as she could.

“Okay,” she continued after a drink of water, “where was I going with this? Okay, marriage. So you can’t marry. And then, dating. So dating is what you do before you get married. You do it to get married. So in that sense, it’s not dating. I’m not looking for a husband. Or a wife, if I swung that way. But husband. So just because I’m not looking for a husband doesn’t mean I can’t go out. Because I can. I do. I did all through college. We had a curfew, but I still had plenty of time with people. You know. Quality time.”

Annabelle emphasized the last two words, leaned forward and opened her eyes wide because she wanted Stephen to understand. She was not kept celibate. Those granted the presence of her unclothed body did not find a chastity belt or labia that had been sewn shut (or pierced with bars or interlocking rings or whatever else might be used). She had known all the pleasures of the flesh. And she had enjoyed them.

Was it appropriate to share a confession of her deflowering with a colleague on the day of her arrival to a prestigious legal internship? Of this she had no doubt. Stephen had hinted at the question, she’d hinted at the answer, and really, he needed to know. Everyone needed to know. The word “subject” was fraught with possible meanings, and she didn’t want to walk into a room and sense everyone squirming with vicarious discomfort on her behalf, imagining her wearing a chastity belt, kept forcefully celibate. It had happened in a college study group her senior year, on a second-year law school project team. Sensing the issue, she’d dropped hints to the latter group, and the relief was palpable, the quality of her interactions with the mixed team improving immediately. Celibacy made people nervous.

Stephen responded like he understood, offering a half smile and looking at Annabelle’s mouth. People often looked at her mouth when sex was being discussed, or hinted at. Her breasts too, of course. Her hips. But her mouth, often. The thing was inherently sexual, she’d decided years ago. She used to hate it, how big it was, its unavoidable animalness. She’d since made peace with it.

For the rest of the meal, talk was indistinguishable from that between any two legal minds: law school experiences, professional hopes and dreams, tales from the annals of Dinnerstein MacCauley, and the nuts and bolts of how things worked here. By the end of the meal, while Stephen was packing everything up for his girlfriend’s dinner and a smaller meal of leftovers for Annabelle, and Annabelle was stacking up her plates to wash in the bathroom sink, the girl intern felt full with more than food, for there had been camaraderie, professional insight, good conversation. And she hugged Stephen through the bars before she let him depart, certain the gesture wouldn’t be misinterpreted.

After that, she made another pass through the corporate servers, read the news and watched animal videos on her laptop, ate the rest of the ramen and what Stephen had left, and messaged Aubrey: “Sorry for the freakout, all good, he’s got a girlfriend, he was just being nice, bought me sushi!”

She was still jittery, though, like anyone would be staying in a new place on the eve of an internship. And the new challenges of bedtime here didn’t help.

Bored, missing the close nighttime fellowship of Blythe Hall, but with nothing else she wanted to do but end the day, she brushed her teeth, washed her face, sat on her bed and looked at the bars of her doorway.

She wanted to undress. She wanted to sleep in the nude, like she always did. And before she fell asleep, she wanted to play with herself, also like she always did before sleep, or almost always. But that guard would be coming back, she was certain of it. She didn’t care if he saw her nude. She’d been seen naked by clothed people hundreds of times, and he wasn’t a lawyer here anyway. But she didn’t know how he’d react. No one here she’d met so far had any familiarity with subjects. What if he stared at her, said creepy things, unlocked her cell and tried to do something more? Well, Dinnerstein MacCauley would have a dead security guard on their hands. But that wasn’t how she wanted to start her internship.

For a long time, she stared through the bars into the dim hallway, listening, waiting for him to appear, waiting for someone to appear. Maybe they’d be changing shifts soon, and the new guard would need to check on the prisoner. Maybe it would be a woman, which would make things a lot less awkward.

No one.

Growing impatient, she decided to act, turning off all the lights, moving quickly to the armoire, glancing furtively at the door and the glowing hall beyond it as she reached behind her shoes for her favorite new toy, something her mom had bought her to celebrate her internship, curved a little at the end to grind against her front wall. Then back to the bed with it, where she sat, pulled off her t-shirt and sweatpants, scooted under the covers, pulled off her bra and panties and tossed them to the floor, thought better of that and slipped everything under her bed, realized that the mattress was actually surprisingly comfortable, breathed in, stared at the ceiling, looked at the door again.

Still no one.

She could see the entrance out of the corner of her eye. Anyone who entered the short hallway to her cell would immediately block out the dim light behind them. And they’d be looking into darkness. So she was probably safe.

She reached down, exploring all the delicious flesh around her female entrance, labia minora and majora, clitoris, the doorway itself, already wet and getting wetter.

At last, her left hand spreading her lips while her right hand did the work, in went the equipment, forcing a quiet gasp, the arching of her spine, and the brief closing of her eyes. For a long minute or two, she simply worked it in and out, pretending it was attached to a boy, working her sheath the way a boy would at the start, a good boy, slow and thoughtful, experiencing her body and her mind too, knowing that slow felt good at first to most girls, slow and patient and a little bit teasing. Her left hand took over with the toy while she grabbed her breasts with her right, pinching her nipples in turn the way a boy would, or a girl for that matter. Sucking her nipples, both of them, seemed to be a self-imposed requirement for all her lovers. She switched hands, and now it was time for her toy to do what it was designed to do, the up-bent tip raking her front wall and the sensitive places there, and she shook and squirmed as the orgasm took over, still gasping a minute after the first wave of pleasure, and it was another full minute before she thought to look up again at her door.

No one. She’d gotten away with it. She’d done everything right today—gotten to her internship, established relationships with not one but two colleagues, caught up with Aubrey, learned from the corporate servers, topped it all off with girl time. Her relief at this moment was multi-faceted, deep, almost intoxicating. She slipped her toy out of her hole, dropped her head to her pillow, closed her eyes and smiled. She’d done everything right today—the ride with Lesley, lunch with Stephen . . .

“Annabelle? Annabelle, are you awake?”

Someone, a woman, was calling her name. Why?

She raised her head toward the sound of the voice, saw the silhouettes of a woman and man beyond the silhouettes of her barred door.

“Good morning, Annabelle. Come say hi to Mr. Kantor, our managing partner.”

Oh no no no. For god’s sakes no.




Chapter 5: A question About Socializing

Annabelle sat up, covers clutched to her chest, staring wild-eyed at the door and the two people, a man and a woman, looking at her through the bars.

“Oh, hi,” Annabelle managed, racing to assemble a coherent thought. “Mr. Kantor, it’s um, it’s really nice to meet you. I . . . could we talk about taking WortherStone public, when I’m a little more put together?”

“Oh, you’re familiar with the project?” Kantor said, sounding surprised. His expression itself was hidden in the darkness.

“Very superficially,” Annabelle said, shifting slightly and noting with a new wave of panic that her dildo was cold and at the moment wedged beneath her right thigh. “We covered it in one of our investment classes, and you got mentioned a lot.”

“She does know how to butter a man up,” Kantor laughed.

Too much. Too much, Annabelle. Slow down.

“I meant to set my alarm,” Annabelle said. “I’m really sorry you had to wake me up.”

“It’s just after seven,” the woman said. “Office hours don’t start until 8:30, but I’ve been away for two weeks and I’m behind on everything, including our interns.”

“Oh, Felicia?” Annabelle said.

“Yes, it’s me.”

“Oh, nice to see you again. Your face is dark right now.”

“Yes, you’re fine. Sorry I went incommunicado on you. But we’ve got plenty of time to catch up. I just wanted to let you know I’m here and we’re going to get a lot done today.”

“Nice to meet you, Annabelle,” Kantor said, backing away.

“You too, Mr. Kantor,” Annabelle said to his departing form.

“Did you sleep okay?” Felicia asked.

“Apparently yes,” Annabelle replied with a laugh. “I had no idea how tired I was last night.”

“Are you happy with your space?” she asked.

“I am, I am,” Annabelle said, nodding and realizing she really needed to urinate. “I guess this was one of your projects?”

“I was the instigator, yes, but other people did the work. I’m sorry about the wall.”

“What wall?”

“The brick,” Felicia said, pointing.

“Oh, no, I love it,” Annabelle said. “Please don’t cover it up.”

“You are very easy to please,” Felicia said.

“It’s got all the comforts,” Annabelle said. “Stephen said he was jealous.”

“Oh, you met Stephen Saunders?”

“Yes, he was here yesterday, finishing up a document, and he swung by and brought me lunch.”

“You didn’t have food?” Felicia asked in what seemed to be sincere horror.

“I did, I did, two ramens,” Annabelle assured. “But Stephen wanted to—”

“I’m sorry, ramen isn’t food,” Felicia said. “I asked them to stock your fridge, and I guess that’s what they thought I meant.”

“It’s fine,” Annabelle said.

“Do you have something for breakfast?”

“Well . . . more ramen.”

“Okay, there’s a bodega on the next block, let’s go now. I’ll take you.”

“Uh, right now?” Annabelle said. “I’m . . . I’m sort of naked.”

“We’ll need you to stay clothed in the office,” Felicia said.

“Of course,” Annabelle said. “I just . . . usually I sleep naked.”

“Oh, in here, sure, this is your home. Can you get dressed?”

Annabelle weighed her options, decided that if Felicia didn’t mind seeing her nude, it didn’t matter, so she heaved herself off her bed and, with her bottom and breasts bouncing, crossed her cell to her bathroom without a stitch on, urinated, retrieved the clothes and underwear from beneath her bed, and dressed while Felicia stood at the bars, making no effort to look away. Okay. So things were going to move quickly here. Get it done as soon as someone tells you. Fine. Good. Annabelle liked hustle.

“What’s it like outside?” she asked as she slipped on her sneakers.

“Nice,” Felicia replied. “Mid-60s.”

“Could I get a screen or something?” Annabelle inquired, heading to the door.

“Make a list of what you need and I’ll look into it,” Felicia said, pulling out a key, examining the padlock, finding the hole, each step in freeing the new intern unfamiliar, deliberate, but finally the bolt was slid back and the door was opened, and Annabelle exited.

“We just need to swing by my office real quick,” Felicia said, heading briskly back toward the elevators. Annabelle looked around herself, remembered walking out of one of these elevators the night before, but a part of her insisted it was something she’d done months ago.

“We’ve got a PC in your room,” Felicia said, pushing the up button. “We’ll try to get it set up this week.”

“It’s already up and running,” Annabelle said. “I got into last night.”

The elevator opened and Annabelle followed Felicia on.

“As you can tell,” she said with a laugh, pushing the button for the next floor up, “I have no idea what’s going on here. Did you find anything of use?”

“I found everything,” Annabelle replied. “It knew who I was, I think. So I got into the company servers, the employee manual, the chat.”

“You did all this on a Sunday afternoon?” Felicia said.

“And evening. I stopped when I started going cross-eyed.”

“Don’t forget work-life balance.”

Annabelle laughed because she had no idea what Felicia meant. Work-life balance was something free people worried about. Subjects had to be more opportunistic. Developing an overarching strategy of successful living made no sense when you could be ordered to do anything at any time, punished capriciously, sold to someone else. But was there a similar name for the best approach to life as a subject? Find something you wanted to do, hope that doing it would keep your owner happy, and find pleasure wherever it lay, keeping in mind that slaves could define pleasure more broadly than the free.

Fuck-service balance, maybe.

“Sorry,” Annabelle said, noticing that Felicia was looking at her with consternation. “You’re right. I’m just so . . . I’m really focused right now. I want this to work. So I’ll . . . in 10 weeks, I’ll balance everything out.”

The elevator stopped and Annabelle followed Felicia down a much nicer hall than the one where she’d be staying. The carpet was thick and patterned, the walls papered with diagonal black fleur-de-lis on a light gray background, portraits and framed articles on the walls, a conference room to the left finished with mahogany, the table a light cherry.

They stopped just short of the corner offices, at a door with a brass plate that read “Felicia Hardy, Deputy Managing Partner.”

She pushed open the door, giving Annabelle a physical example of what success in the legal profession looked like: Floor-to-ceiling windows, a large desk, two giant monitors, another screen on the wall, a conference table for six, a couch, an armoire in dark wood, diplomas. And pictures on her desk, a smiling mom in her 20s with an infant, a man about the same age on graduation day. Her two children, no doubt. Work life balance indeed.

“Welcome to my lair,” she said. And this was another insight. Felicia was funny. Successful and funny. In a dry kind of way. So you could be both.

“Can you pick that up for me?” Felicia asked, pointing to the only thing that didn’t fit here, a box of rough, brown corrugated cardboard, big enough to hold a computer monitor, set on the floor between the desk and window.

Annabelle grabbed the box, found it surprisingly dense, heaved it to the only open space on Felicia’s desk.

“These are some things we bought for you,” she said. “To keep your insurance company happy.”

Annabelle understood immediately and stepped forward with a slight dread and a healthy dose of morbid curiosity.

Felicia rummaged around, pulled out a small box with a picture of bare feet and legs joined by chrome restraints.

“SHACKLE, ONE PAIR,” the box said, adding, “12-Inch Chrome Chain. Rust Resistant. Designed for comfortable, extended wear.”

Felicia opened the box, pulled out the cuffs and a small plastic bag holding a pair of identical keys on a ring.

“I’m not completely at home here,” Felicia said, examining the restraint, toying with the cuffs, getting them opened after a few tries, smiling at Annabelle awkwardly. “My understanding is anytime you leave the building, or you’re unaccompanied inside, you’ll have these on,” she said, inflecting her words almost as a question, suggesting she wanted Annabelle to disagree. But Annabelle only shrugged.

“So we can try them out now, to the bodega,” Felicia added brightly, as though scratching around for the right tone here. Matter-of-fact? Up to Annabelle? Or making it an adventure?

It didn’t matter to Annabelle. She was about to be chained, for real, for the first time in her life, and her inclination was to get it done. But Felicia was just standing there, staring at the shackles lying flat on her palm. Would she stay that way all day?

“Okay,” Annabelle said, taking a step back and grabbing the thighs of her sweatpants, raising them to expose her ankles, bare above her sneakers.

“Okay then,” Felicia agreed, kneeling before Annabelle, fumbling again with the restraints before she got them closed around each ankle, and she stood, red-faced, and reached for her purse.

Annabelle looked down and tried to see into a future more distant than the short walk to the bodega this morning. These little rings of metal would be part of her wardrobe, a jangling reminder everywhere she went inside this building, and outside as well, that she was a subject, a slave, not free.

Lesser.

And right now, she didn’t even know how to walk in them.

After a quick, futile glance at the box, whose remaining contents were hidden, she turned, shuffled to the door, concentrated on keeping her balance. Her normal stride was at least 18 inches long, so every step would be different. She imagined herself trying to keep up with a partner, a client, a colleague. She’d have to take more, quicker steps, each one ringing out. When she sat, though, she’d be like everyone else. She needed to concentrate on sitting.

She followed Felicia out of her office, back down the hall to the elevators, and she imagined a cat with a new bell as she listened to the clink of her footsteps.

“What do you usually have for breakfast?” Felicia asked.

“A protein bar and two plants,” Annabelle said, adding when Felicia gave her a puzzled look, “something from a plant, I mean. Fruit and vegetable. An apple, banana, carrot, squash.”

“They have things like that,” Felicia said, and she hit the button for the ground floor.

“What are we doing today?” Annabelle asked.

“I can get you a copy of the agenda,” Felicia said. “Or, wait, you’re already on Mezage?”

“Yes, I got in last night.”

“Okay, when I’m back at my desk, I’ll send it to you that way,” she said. “We all use it to death.”

“Will we be meeting in person?” Annabelle said, voicing a new fear. What if they left her in her cell to remote in to meetings while everyone else gathered in person? That would be much worse than being chained.

“Yes,” Felicia said simply. “One of the conference rooms on the managing floor.”

“I would want that,” Annabelle said, needing it made emphatically clear.

“Want what?” Felicia asked.

“To meet in person.”

“That should be easy,” Felicia said, “since you live here.”

“Okay, but I—”

The elevator door opened on the ground floor, a middle-aged man and woman standing there, both in heavy coats over business suits, undoubtedly man and wife.

“Chuck, Vivian, say hi to our new intern,” Felicia commanded, leading Annabelle out by her elbow, forcing her to take a quick pair of stutter steps to get into the building’s ornate, marbled lobby.

“Oh, the subject girl,” Vivian blurted. “Hello.”

Annabelle sensed Felicia blanching, but it didn’t matter to her. That’s what she was, and she had the collar and chain to prove it, and the eyes of both of them went from her neck to her bound ankles and back up to her face, and Annabelle was ready. She was awake now. The cobwebs of fear and doubt had been cleared for the moment, this new situation navigated like all the others in her life, with a persistent belief in self, and belief in a world that called her an object and yet might make room for her. And she knew who these people were.

“Hello, Chuck,” she said, offering her hand, squeezing his hard. “And Vivian, so nice to meet you. When you get a chance, I’d really like to talk about derivative liability.”

Chuck looked at her with surprise. “You’re familiar with it?”

“Barely,” she conceded. “But I really admire the results. Just getting Portia Conglomerated to clean up their act had to feel like a win.”

“Oh, we need her on our team,” Chuck said with a smile, probably just being polite, but Annabelle smiled and nodded.

“She’s all yours,” Felicia said, probably also being polite, and after a few more pleasantries, Felicia led Annabelle across the lobby and to the reception desk, presided over by a stern, solidly-built Black woman in the same uniform as the man who’d locked Annabelle in her cell the night before.

“Wendy, this is Annabelle,” Felicia said.

“Oh, the new girl,” Wendy said, raising her hands and pressing her palms together, a smile replacing vigilance. “Welcome to DM.”

“Hi,” Annabelle said brightly.

“We’re supposed to watch out for her,” Felicia said euphemistically. “She’s living on-site and should have someone with her anytime she’s down here.”

“Gary told me all about it,” Wendy said, adding her own euphemism to the mix: “We’ll take good care of her.”

What everyone meant, of course, was that if anyone saw Annabelle trying to slip through the lobby on her own, she was either to be stopped or reported, immediately, per insurance rules.

On the way to the revolving door that led outside, Felicia waved to a few more of Dinnerstein MacCauley’s early arrivals, but she didn’t stop to chat. There wasn’t time. And Annabelle guessed people saw her collar and shackles and knew who she was, no introductions necessary. The arrival of the firm’s first slave-intern had probably created a minor stir here, she realized.

It was another beautiful day, and Annabelle took in the sights and bustling sounds of downtown Denver as she followed Felicia down the sidewalk to the right. Did anyone here, outside the firm, notice her shackles? Did they care? Probably not, on both counts, and Annabelle did her best to forget them as well.

“Will you want to date while you’re here?” Felicia asked.

“I’m sorry?” Annabelle asked, certain she hadn’t heard the question.

“Will you need to date?” Felicia asked.

“Date?” Annabelle repeated.

“Do you have a boyfriend?” Felicia asked.

“I have a few.”

“Any girlfriends?”

“A few.”

“What do you want to do while you’re with us?” Felicia asked, and she stopped at the corner, waiting for the light to change, turning to look at Annabelle.

“Wait,” Annabelle said. “So we’re having this conversation?”

Felicia laughed, a little nervously. Annabelle sensed she was feeling her way through this, trying to sort out the etiquette one step at a time, not wanting to offend, but knowing you could say a lot of things to slaves you couldn’t say to free people. And this was one of them.

“We seem to be,” Felicia replied.

“Okay.”

“I asked about it, when I spoke to your owners,” Felicia said. “Your mom was there too.”

“Yeah, she told me about it. A little.”

“Did she give you details?”

“Not much,” Annabelle said. “Just that you’d be talking to me about, I guess, boyfriends, once I started.”

“That’s accurate,” Felicia said. The light changed, but she held her place.

“I’d like to date,” Annabelle said.

“People have been asking,” Felicia said.

“Who?” Annabelle blurted.

“Lawyers,” Felicia said vaguely.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean who, specifically,” Annabelle said. “I just . . . well, I’ve just gotten here. I’ve met one, uh, two, uh, right, five people so far.”

“Your picture’s made the rounds,” Felicia said. “Just like every year, when we award the new internships. And it took about five minutes for everyone to figure out you were a subject. And I was asked about your, you know, your attachments. And I wasn’t sure, so that’s why I’m asking. And this is about you. Since you’re staying with us . . . I’m only bringing this up because you’re staying with us, confined with us, and that’s going to limit your opportunities for things. And I’m responsible for the whole intern—professional advancement, adjustment to life in Denver, legal culture. I don’t normally get involved with our intern’s personal lives, of course. Lesley can date any boy he wants. But because—”

“Lesley’s gay?” Annabelle asked.

“You didn’t know?”

“He didn’t mention it,” Annabelle said. “And I gave up long ago trying to figure it out. A guy could seem flaming and, and, you know, yeah . . . and then another guy, he would seem . . . but no.”

“Right,” Felicia said, pointedly not asking for details. “So because all your time is my responsibility, I’m asking. Tell me what you need and we’ll see if we can accommodate you.”

“Okay, yeah . . . so I would like to . . . socialize.”

“You socialized a lot?”

Another euphemism, this one introduced by Annabelle.

“Yes,” she said. “Whenever I wanted to. It could be every day. Or more. Because . . . I don’t know how much you want to know. It’s different for us.”

Felicia just stared, pedestrians and cars hustling by as the lights continued to change, so Annabelle forged on.

“I’m probably sort of spoiled,” she said with a half-smile. “Because there aren’t any rules for us. No one judges us. And so it just . . . happens.”

“Can you be professional?” Felicia asked.

“It’s not a professional thing.”

“No, I mean . . .” Felicia began, searching for the right words, but Annabelle beat her to it.

“Wait, I’m sorry, I understand,” Annabelle said. “I’m here to be a lawyer. I’m here to learn everything I can. Dating . . . yeah, okay, dating . . . that’s something else that happens. My priority is the internship. Number one. But if someone wants to take me out, and it’s allowed, I’ll go. After hours. And then . . . look, sometimes people get confused. I don’t, but they might. It happens. I don’t, though.”

Felicia kept staring, in the way she had that made it clear she wanted to know more.

“If someone is asking about me because they want a girlfriend, that’s not going to work,” Annabelle said. “Or a wife. I mean, please figure this out. So if someone gets jealous and it causes problems here, then that’s a bad thing. That’s what I mean by professional. If I have to, I’ll spend 10 weeks as a virgin.”

“You wouldn’t like that, though,” Felicia ventured.

“I could live with it.”

“We want you at your best.”

“Okay, then, I need to socialize.”

Felicia laughed.




Chapter 6: Meeting Prep

“In my experience,” Annabelle continued, deciding this was the time for full disclosure, “people get it. Adults do. Freshmen, college freshmen sometimes don’t, so I learned to avoid them. They’re not really adults yet, though. And me, as for me . . . no. I’m just . . . I never learned jealousy. I’ve always known what I was.”

“How would you feel about spending the night somewhere else?” Felicia asked.

“If it’s allowed, sure,” Annabelle said. “I didn’t think it would be, though.”

“It might be. We’ll see.” Felicia looked up, noticed the light had turned again in their favor, tapped Annabelle’s elbow and headed across the street briskly, the girl shuffling behind her, wondering what she’d do if she ever needed to run to make it to a curb.

“We were talking about something on the elevator,” Felicia said once they’d made it through the intersection. “You had a question I think.”

Okay, Annabelle thought to herself, this is different. These people go early, and they go hard, and they don’t forget things. They’ll wake you up in your own freaking bed and expect you to get up on the spot and talk about sex before you’ve had breakfast and if you start a conversation and it gets interrupted they’ll remember and pick it back up.

Stay on your game, Annabelle. This isn’t school. This is real life. Damn.

Fortunately, she also remembered.

“I really want to be there in person,” she said. “Every meeting.” She stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, because this was important, and gestured toward her feet. “I don’t care about this. But I don’t want to come in through Mezage or whatever if everyone else is in the room.”

“Understood,” Felicia said with a smile. “We can honor that. Probably always.”

At the bodega, Annabelle picked out four days’ worth of food and Felicia insisted on paying for it, and on their way back to the office, Felicia covered the rest of what was obviously a difficult conversation for her.

“So policy,” Felicia said. “Cell door locked at night and when you’re in there working and not expecting company. But if you need your door open, for a meeting or just in case a guest might show up, there’s a . . . well, they call it a tether, and it’s—”

“I noticed the thing under my desk,” Annabelle said. They were about to get back to the office and get more interruptions, and there were things she needed to know now. “How long is the chain?”

“I think I ordered 30 feet. It was long enough for you to get to your door, and all around your cell.”

“Perfect,” Annabelle said, finding the word amusing only after she’d said it, given the context.

“If you’re in the building, and someone’s going to be with you at all times, no chain,” Felicia continued, and Annabelle nodded and suspected that her comfort with the topic seemed to be making this easier for Felicia as well. “If you need to get around the offices on your own, the same shackles you’re wearing now. There are three sets of keys to your door and restraints. Security has a set in case of emergencies, I have a set, and the last set goes to whomever I designate, or if I’m out. Or whatever.”

“Sure,” Annabelle said.

“And then, consequences,” Felicia said. “Those are identical.”

They had stopped just outside the building’s front door, and Annabelle looked at Felicia with puzzlement.

“I probably don’t need to say this, but I want it . . . it needs to be clear,” Felicia said. “If you fall short, make a mistake, break a rule, you’ll face the same repercussions as Lesley, as any intern who’s ever been with us.”

“Oh,” Annabelle said, laughing. “You mean I won’t get spanked.”

“Yes.”

“That’s great,” Annabelle said with mock enthusiasm, and to her credit, Felicia seemed to get it, and she laughed. People—especially free people—didn’t always get Annabelle’s sense of humor. Especially her slave humor.

After a few more introductions, Felicia returned Annabelle to her cell, removed her shackles, promised they’d be getting her to the meeting, seeing to her other needs, and said she’d have her door covered with something by the end of the day. Annabelle ate at her desk, breakfasting and searching the corporate files and texting her mother that she’d slept well, after which she raced to the bathroom to put herself together for the ages: perfectly fluffed hair, makeup around the eyes that said definitely feminine and definitely professional, and one of her three new internship suits, the one with the navy blazer and the skirt cut just above the knee. Her blouse was light blue, and she chose navy pumps, logically, but then a wide pink ribbon for her hair with Hunter plaid ends, something from van Minske that was meant to surprise and intrigue.

Because, why not?

Annabelle was careful to stay behind her closed bathroom door until her blouse and skirt were on, buttoned and zipped, but her discretion faded once her jacket and makeup were on, and then she was just outside the bathroom door, admiring her work, turning side to side to make sure all the angles were right. She was not overly vain, necessarily, but she enjoyed looking good as much as the next girl.

“Miss Tillman?” said a voice, and Annabelle whirled as though she’d been caught half-exposed. And really, if you count self-admiration as something that needed to be hidden, she had been.

There was a man at her door, tall and slender and good-looking in a severe, professional way, and probably barely 30.

“Hey,” she said, stepping toward the door, eyebrows raised.

“Jake Halston,” he said.

“Mr. Halston!” Annabelle said. She’d seen his picture in the news articles about his case, but he was definitely better looking in person.

He took a step back, as though expecting Annabelle to open her door, and she understood the gesture and chose to disabuse him quickly, thrusting her hand between the bars. He’d notice the lock soon enough. “Thank you for stopping by. This is such an honor.”

He took her hand, looking a little puzzled while he searched for clues, and Annabelle spotted the exact moment he noticed the padlock that kept her stuck here.

He recovered nicely.

“Felicia told me you wanted to meet me,” he said, and now his eyes were on her exclusively, her hips and face and the fitted blazer that didn’t completely hide her ample bosom.

“I did,” she said. “I really—”

“You know who else works here, right?”

“I’ve got about half the names memorized so far,” Annabelle said.

“Then you know you can do better than me,” he said with a half-smile.

“Didn’t Felicia tell you what I wanted to talk about?”

“Something about Metter-Cromartie?”

“Well, not the case exactly,” Annabelle said. “I mean, I’d like to hear about that too. But why you did it. It’s such an underdog story.”

“You’re partial to underdogs?”

“Shouldn’t I be?”

“Everyone should be,” he said. “But most people aren’t.”

“What are you working on now?”

“Tilting v. Windmills.”

“Oh, yeah,” Annabelle said, quickly recognizing the answer as a joke. “I want all the details of that one too.”

“You really want to know about it?”

“Well, maybe not Tilting v. Windmills,” Annabelle said. “But any other case. Real, preferably.”

“It would take longer than I have right now,” he said.

“I can make time,” she said. “At your convenience.”

“I’ll have time tonight,” he said. “Most nights.”

Annabelle stepped back from the bars, studied the accomplished lawyer while he studied her, realized that she had no idea if he was gay, straight, married, coming on to her or just offering up true information.

“Talk to Felicia,” Annabelle said. If his bluff were going to be called, it needed to be called now. “She said she might—”

“I already have,” he replied, his voice catching slightly.

“You’re familiar with the rules?” she said, tapping the bars of her locked door lightly.

“I’m a fast learner,” he said.

“Internship comes first,” she said. “And I have no idea how much they’ll want from me today. Or any day. If they put me to work until midnight, it’ll have to be another time.”

“I can wait,” he said.

“Felicia’s got all the keys,” Annabelle said. “Tell her I said to give them to you.”

“I’ll do that,” he said, backing away. “Until the evening, then.”

“The first evening I’m free,” Annabelle said. “Looking forward to it. Whenever that is.”

For Annabelle, there was always a little stir somewhere in her middle when she realized someone she wanted to couple wanted her as well. It happened often in her college years—sometimes more than once a day—but it always meant something to her, to know she’d soon be looking through a window people usually kept shut, that someone else was ready to trust her not just with the way they looked without their clothes on (assuming they weren’t fellow slaves she’d already seen naked), but how they acted when their clothes were off, how they used their sex organs and the rest of their bodies to get pleasure from another person’s body.

Annabelle, restless and wanting the day to start, ready to meet more lawyers, wanting them to meet her and see her like this, logged on to her company machine and made a half-hearted attempt at continuing her research of the firm, the available cases, the many lawyers’ names and practice areas, but her mind was elsewhere, on the good things that could happen today, and what could go wrong.

A little after 8:30, the agenda arrived from Felicia over Mezage, and Annabelle opened it eagerly and learned to her great dismay that the day’s proceedings would begin about 9:30, meaning she would languish in her cell for another hour.

Rote learning, she told herself, redoubling her efforts at her PC. Study, learn, memorize. Even when it’s hard. Especially when it’s hard.

“Hi, Miss Tillman?” said a voice from the door at 8:55.

Annabelle whirled to find a well-dressed girl in too much makeup, quite possibly still in high school, standing at the bars.

“Hey?” Annabelle said.

“I’m Kathryn, one of Felicia’s assistants,” the girl said. “She sent me here to take care of something.”

“What?” Annabelle asked, rising and going eagerly to the bars in the expectation she was about to be let out. To do something. Anything.

“I’m supposed to get this thing set up,” Kathryn said with a hint of apology, and Annabelle noticed the loops of a long chain hanging from her hand and knew in an instant Kathryn was here to do the last thing she wanted right now. And yet, she had no choice but to respond gamely, obediently, and she stepped back from the door and the girl spent a remarkable amount of time getting the right key into the padlock, opening it, sliding the bolt aside, and at last entering Annabelle’s home.

“There’s supposed to be this thing under your desk,” Kathryn said.

More euphemisms. Everyone here was going to use them, at least in her presence. Annabelle imagined the conversation between Felicia and Kathryn this morning:

One of our interns is a slave, and we have to keep her locked up and chained, and you as the lowest flunky on the totem pole get to chain her to the cleat under her desk.

“Yeah, it’s right there,” Annabelle said, pointing.

The girl walked in, her skirt short and pocketless, all the equipment she needed hooked around her fingers: Felicia’s keyring, a padlock, and a long, coiled chain with a cuff on one end. She dropped to her hands and knees in front of Annabelle’s desk, crawled forward, her too-short skirt revealing a blue thong, and the sight of the girl’s bottom, the sound of clanking restraints, and the place where it was happening overwhelmed Annabelle with incongruities, like the random facts thrown into court hearings by people serving as their own lawyer. There was, for example, the Sovereign Citizen who showed up with the bylaws of a Pentecostal church to prove she only had to pay taxes to God, the murderer who wrote a poem about his victim to prove the death was inevitable, the unlicensed accountant who sang a song about money from the Depression Era, and now this, a prestigious internship beginning with a girl showing off her thong to install a chain for the intern’s foot.

Once again, and certainly not the first time since her freshman year in college, Annabelle was brought back to the performance of her podmate, Sandra Mackenzie. “This is not normal,” Sandra had declared, standing naked before a roomful of observers, some of them faculty. To her forever chagrin, Annabelle had initially dismissed the performance as a pathetic attempt at attention-grabbing by her histrionic podmate, but she’d gone, and the event had stayed with her, like the best art. Mona Lisa was forgettable, but Sandra Mackenzie had created something that spoke to Annabelle, viscerally.

And once again, art and life were converging. Beneath Annabelle’s desk.

Annabelle, hovering behind Kathryn and assessing the charms of her bottom with a practiced eye, could hear the girl arranging things, the chain rapping dully against the cleat, then a click, a few tugs to make sure things were secure, then the emergence of the girl, backing out and standing, the rest of the chain in her hand, the open cuff swinging against her knee.

“Want to try it?” she asked.

“Sure.”

Try it? Really?

Kathryn grabbed the cuff, opened it and took a step toward Annabelle, looking expectantly at her left hand.

“It goes on my foot, I think,” Annabelle said with a sudden panic. What if they wanted to chain her wrist? How would she even type?

“Your foot?” Kathryn said with surprise.

“Yeah,” Annabelle said, thinking quickly. “That’s why it’s stuck to the floor.”

“Okay,” Kathryn agreed, dropping to the floor to close the cuff around Annabelle’s ankle. It was the second time she’d been bound today, and she wasn’t used to it yet.

“Thanks,” the girl said, heading to the door, passing through it and leaving it unlocked.

Annabelle watched her go, several questions coming to mind, the futility of asking any of them occurring to her soon after. She could answer one question on her own, however, about the length of her chain.

Mindful not to let the restraint get kinked, she headed to her bed, her bathroom, and finally the door, pleased that the 30 feet Felicia had promised gave her the full run of her cell and a few feet into the little side hallway outside her door, but not quite to the main hallway. Not that she wanted it to. She saw herself briefly out there, standing without purpose, for anyone to see her, hair and makeup perfect, suit impeccable, ankle chained.

She was just returning to her cell when she sensed someone behind her.

“Good morning, Annabelle,” said a voice she immediately recognized as Lesley’s.

She turned, glanced into his earnest face, took in his unsurprisingly perfect pinstriped navy suit and aqua tie, and died a little.

“Hey, Lesley,” she said, attempting a smile and a light tone, the way people do when sporting a new black eye, busted lip, bloody nose.

He looked down, of course, at her foot, before he took the rest of her in. People were always going to look. It didn’t matter how you did your hair, what you wore, how thick your makeup was. The chains they put on you trumped any fashion statement. That is who you are. The rest are accessories.

This is not normal.

Pretend it is.

The only way around is through.

“You’ve cleaned up nicely,” he quipped. “May I come in?”

“Please,” she chirped, making her way to the door for a quick handshake. She chose her desk as her refuge, sitting down and casually crossing her legs, and her chain rattled and she regarded with despair the blemish—for so she thought of it—running from under her desk to halfway across her cell and then back to her ankle. Briefly, she considered bending over, bundling it all up and tossing it under her desk, but that would only make things worse.

Lesley’s eyes searched the space in vain for a place to sit.

“Note to self,” Annabelle said, trying to sound comfortable. “Get a second chair, for visitors. But for now, the bed’s all yours.”

“That’s dangerous,” Lesley quipped, adding quickly, “I might go to sleep on it.”

“Didn’t rest well?” she asked.

“No, first night in my new apartment, I never do in new places. How about you?”

“Actually, incredibly well,” Annabelle said. “Too well. Felicia and Fritz Kantor were my wakeup committee this morning.”

“Fritz Kantor?” Lesley inquired.

“Managing partner,” Annabelle said.

“Oh, right,” Lesley said, not appearing the least bit contrite about not knowing the name. “Why was he waking you up?”

“I don’t know,” Annabelle said. “I think Felicia wanted him to meet me. They probably expected me to be wide awake. But here I was, without a stitch on. Under the covers, fortunately.”

“Naked, in this very bed?” Lesley said as though scandalized, and Annabelle recognized the telltale traits of homosexuality. You could never be too sure, but now that Felicia had confirmed it, it was obvious.

“I sleep nude,” Annabelle confessed.

“Is that a rule?” Lesley asked.

Annabelle laughed. “You mean, a rule in the slave girl book of rules?”

“Oh, you have one of those?”

“Not really,” she said. “You just have to figure it out as you go, mostly. But no, we’re allowed to sleep in what we want, usually.”

A giant male shape filled the cell door.

“Miss Tillman?” the shape asked.

“Yeah?” Annabelle said, looking up.

“I’m here to take you to a meeting,” said the voice, its deepness matching the size of the speaker.

“Upstairs?” Annabelle asked, glancing at the time on her PC: 9:20.

“It’s on the Executive Floor,” he said. “May I come in?”

“Please.”

Here was another youngster, barely out of high school, Black and built like a football player, a large frame wrapped with thick muscle.

Instead of looking at the man, Annabelle studied Lesley, and got the expected reaction, a silent sigh and an exaggerated expression of longing.

“Are you one of Felicia’s assistants?” Annabelle asked, returning her attention to her new guest, sporting black-framed glasses, short-cropped hair, navy chinos and a white, long-sleeved button down.

“I’m on the team,” he said. “How are you doing?”

“Great,” Annabelle said. “Really ready for things to start.”

She stood, took a step forward, sensed something odd at her feet before she remembered she was tethered, looked down in dismay at the chain running across the floor, links turned at odd angles, the whole thing ugly, like a crack in an otherwise well-appointed floor.

“If you could sit, Ma’am,” he said.




Chapter 7: ‘Sink or Swim’

Annabelle dropped to her chair and the man knelt, pulled Felicia’s key ring out of one pocket and shackles out of the other.

This would always be too strange for her, she realized, being chained by teenagers, but she put her feet forward and looked at Lesley while the man cuffed her ankles together and removed her tether, and Lesley did not disappoint, mooning over the visitor’s backside, fanning his face, being so ridiculous Annabelle almost laughed.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Demetrius,” he replied.

“Are you an intern too?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” he said. “I’m very interested in the law.”

Annabelle stood, straightened her skirt, adjusted her blazer, fluffed her hair, and offered her hand.

“You don’t have to call me Ma’am,” she said, her hand swallowed in his, his strength obvious but his grip gentle. “Or Miss Tillman. Unless that’s a rule.”

Demetrius stepped back and smiled, clasping his hands together and looking awkward for the first time. “They expect us to be polite to all the lawyers,” he said, adding with a minor bow, “Miss Tillman.”

“Okay then,” Annabelle said, “then let me introduce you to Mr. Fordham. Neither one of us are quite lawyers yet, but we’re both law school interns.”

To his credit, Lesley assumed a completely professional demeanor, shaking Demetrius’s hand vigorously and, as they left Annabelle’s cell and headed to the elevators, peppering him with questions about the law, his ambitions, his origins. By the time they reached the executive offices one floor up, Annabelle knew that Demetrius had grown up in Alabama, was about to start his senior year in high school, belonged to the debate team because he’d seen it as a helpful step to a legal career, and had an uncle in Denver who’d encouraged him to apply to Dinnerstein MacCauley’s high school internship program.

Annabelle might have asked her share of questions, but at the moment, she was too terrified to speak. There were the normal first-day-of-internship jitters of course, brought to a head now that the meeting loomed. But there was the additional wrinkle of her . . . condition: she’d be walking into the room with her feet chained together.

Yes, maybe it was all a reflection of her objective value, maybe it was just because of some over-cautious rules imposed by some distant insurance company, but the implications were immediate, and with every short step Annabelle took toward the executive meeting room, they crystalized more palpably in her mind: this girl who wants to be a lawyer can’t even be trusted to walk freely. She is already a failure. It’s just a matter of time before she proves it.

And yet somehow, she kept putting one foot in front of the other, forging ahead at the conference room door when Lesley and Demetrius paused, smiling the way she always did when men acted like gentlemen, and clanking into the room first, the space horrifyingly large, and horrifyingly crowded.

And worse, the scattered conversations all went quiet and everyone turned to look as soon as Annabelle crossed the threshold, ensuring that the only sound in the room was the “clink, clink, clink” of each step.

“Let’s welcome our law school interns,” Felicia said from her place at the far side of the table, and her voice and the applause that followed drowned out the rest of the rattle from Annabelle’s feet. But the damage was done. Everyone here already knew she was a subject, but now they knew what that meant: she was barely human, more like a dog on a leash than a real person. They’d all heard her walk, every senior gray head around the table and all the younger but real lawyers relegated to the chairs along the wall, and her eyes searched the room quickly to confirm that, yes, he was here too, Jake Halston, peering at her under dark brows, looking profoundly . . . unimpressed.

This is who I am, she wanted to tell him. This is what I am. Sorry. But I still want to talk to you. Maybe at some point in the office in the next few weeks?

Albert Shafer, a senior partner and a great bear of a man who specialized in corporate lobbying, rose from the table and stopped directly in front of Annabelle, and she looked at him with surprise, assuming the unpleasant job had fallen to him to direct her out of the room so someone could escort her back to her cell. And leave her there.

But no, he smiled, offered his hand, and she took it and grabbed with all her strength.

“Great to have you with us, Annabelle, welcome!” he almost shouted.

“Hello, Mr. Shafer, thank you so much,” Annabelle gushed, instincts taking over.

“Have we met?” he said, looking startled to hear his name.

“Just now, Sir,” she said. “But I feel like I know you. Arizona Consolidated should have put your name on the Dyson Project.”

The man exploded with mirth, almost a bark, turned to the rest of the room and wrapped one meaty arm around Annabelle’s shoulders.

“I already love this girl!” he shouted. “Felicia, I want all her free time.”

Sincere laughter rippled through the room, and Shafer released Annabelle, motioned to one of two empty chairs against the wall, and she sat while Shafer greeted Lesley and pointed to the remaining chair, and Lesley sat without further ceremony while Shafer returned to his place at the table. His only reason for standing, apparently, was to get the interns into the right seats, and Annabelle’s relief was tempered by a new, self-directed chagrin:

Stop trying so hard. You’re overdoing it, and everyone knows, and they’re all just trying to be nice while you make a fool of yourself.

“Annabelle,” Felicia said. “Annabelle, tell us a little about yourself.”

Annabelle stood, hoped her attempt at a smile wasn’t too grim, started forming words.

“Hi, everyone, I am so honored to be here,” she began, surprised by the sound of her own voice, which was coming out strong and confident from a body that was anything but. She caught Stephen’s eye at that moment, sitting against the wall in the far corner, and he was smiling and nodding supportively, giving her what she needed to continue. She intentionally did not look at Jake. “I’m Annabelle Tillman, studying law at the University of Colorado in Boulder, and I’m not sure what I want to specialize in so I’m looking for as many experiences as possible.” She paused, because this next thing needed to be said, here and now.

Control the narrative. It’s what you did in the courtroom, and it’s what she did next. “And I’m a subject, which I think everyone knows.” She gestured toward her collar. “This is real.” (Laughter) “And I’m insured, and that means some extra rules. So I’m not limping, I’m just . . . well, it’s one of those rules. And Felicia’s set me up here in the offices, my cell’s one floor down, on the fifth floor, the end of the associate’s hall, take a left, bang on the bars if it’s locked, I love visitors.”

Annabelle sat, second-guessing every word, certain she’d said too much, had said the wrong things, and the polite applause only confirmed her suspicions.

“Lesley?” Felicia said, and Lesley rose, beginning with his signature line. “Lesley Fordham, at your service. University of Southern California. Probably corporate law, but I’m ready to be disabused. And thank you, thank you for the honor of bringing me on.”

Lesley’s applause was a little lighter, a little more scattered, and as soon as he sat, he leaned against Annabelle and whispered, “I’ve already found my mentor.”

“Who?” she whispered back while Kantor stepped to the front of the room, taking his place before a vast screen with a slide reading “Case of the Month” blazing behind him.

“You,” Lesley said.

Annabelle snorted because it was ridiculous.

“My god, girl, you’re on fire,” he said.

“Thanks,” she said, which was all she was inclined to say, because Kantor was introducing a junior attorney named Frances Dowry, who’d just won a major liability case.

Dowry spoke for 20 minutes, earned her own share of well-deserved applause, several others followed with short announcements, and the meeting was over. Stephen walked up, offered a few encouraging words to her and Lesley, she thanked him again for the sushi, and the room cleared out except for Felicia and a few of the partners talking quietly to her.

“Any idea what the rest of the day holds?” Lesley asked, not needing to lower his voice anymore.

“It just said partner interviews until lunch time, then lunch, then HR this afternoon, and first case this afternoon.”

“Right,” Lesley agreed, nodding.

“I’m not sure what they mean by first case,” Annabelle added, “but I’m really hoping they let us dive into something.”

“So we can screw it up,” Lesley said dourly, and at that moment, Annabelle fully understood the difference between herself and the free boy. He was here to check an internship off his list. She was here to become as much of a lawyer as they’d let her be, to immerse herself in the law, the practice, the life. Because she had no other choice.

“So I guess we just sit here?” Lesley said, peering impatiently at Felicia and her gaggle of attorneys.

“That’s what I’m planning to do,” Annabelle replied, adding hopefully, “Maybe she’s talking about us.”

“How do you figure?” Lesley queried.

“The agenda says partner interviews until lunchtime,” Annabelle noted, “but it didn’t say which partners. So maybe they’re talking about who gets whom.”

“They’re all arguing about why none of them should have to deal with us,” Lesley speculated.

“You don’t think they want us?” Annabelle asked.

“Oh no,” Lesley asserted dourly. “You know this is an accredited program, right?”

“Yeah?”

“So they have to pretend to do things,” he said darkly. “Not necessarily do them. Pretend. Partner access is high on the list, because interns want that. But partners definitely don’t.”

Annabelle was learning to take the things Lesley said with a grain of salt, but she couldn’t dismiss his logic out of hand. She couldn’t, however, simply despair, either. If anything, Lesley’s assessment provided another reason to strive: she would prove any doubting partner wrong; she would bring value where none was expected.

After another minute of waiting, a grey-haired, plump, female senior partner named Nikki Bradford stepped away from Felicia and approached Lesley, and he rose and stood and greeted her with his usual charm, and after she nodded a quick hello to Annabelle, the two were off, leaving the girl to await her fate.

Her fate arrived quickly in the form of a triumvirate—Felicia, Kantor and Shafer stepping up to her, and she stood and smiled.

“Sink or swim,” Kantor said ominously. “It’s up to you.”




Chapter 8: A Preliminary Assessment

Annabelle looked with mystification at three of Dinnerstein MacCauley’s top lawyers. Managing Partner Fritz Kantor seemed to be challenging her. Throwing down the gauntlet.

“I’ll swim, then,” she said, not certain what response they were looking for. Kantor’s dry laugh, and Shafer’s booming mirth, suggested she’d chosen the right path.

“Okay, I’m off,” Felicia said. “Annabelle, good luck with these two.”

“I think I’ll be fine,” Annabelle said, and all three of them watched the woman exit, shutting the door behind her.

“How much do you know about M&A?” Kantor demanded, challenging again.

“Mergers and acquisitions?” she said. “We’ve covered it in a couple of classes, but that’s all I can say.”

“Good,” Shafer said. “Let’s do this. But first, bathroom break.”

While the two men headed for the conference room door and into the hall, Annabelle paused, wondering if she should wait for Felicia’s return, or for someone else to arrive and escort her to the ladies’ room. Her second thought was to just go, and she headed for the hall, not certain which direction she should turn but realizing this was going to be protocol. As long as she was shackled, she’d have the run of the building. She went right, toward the elevators, found a water fountain and a door beside it marked WOMEN, and shuffled in. She’d urinated in chains a few times, once at the mall during a school exercise, several times at Subject 17 camp, but always naked, so doing it in one of her best suits proved a brief challenge. She didn’t know until now that when she lifted her skirt and hooked her thumbs around her panties, she spread her legs briefly, but when she attempted that in the women’s executive washroom, her chain seized and she lost her balance, left shoulder hitting the side of the stall with a thud before she regained her footing, and she slid her panties to her knees and sat, mind whirring.

Sink or swim, she thought. Mergers and acquisitions. There was too much here to know where the men were going, but she sensed opportunity, and with it, a chance to fail, perhaps spectacularly. But by the time she was shuffling back up the hall to the conference room, she found herself harboring a rare, pure optimism.

Give me your hardest challenge, and I will crush it.

Kantor and Shafer were waiting for her, seated facing each other at the head of the table, laptops before each of them.

“Close the door,” Kantor said.

Annabelle, longing to sit and not walk because she could at least sit normally, limped to the door, shut it, shuffled back to her chair and sat while both men watched her, as though waiting for her to speak.

She decided there was nothing she could say, so she said nothing and peered at both men openly, inquisitively, and they looked back for a long, awkward moment before Shafer peered at his laptop and pressed a button.

The massive screen at the front of the room glowed to life, and two names appeared there: Virtuatext and EdgeVerse.

“You’ve heard of these firms, I trust?” Kantor said, without warmth.

“EdgeVerse, yes,” Annabelle said, fighting to keep her voice level. “They do, like camping clothes and gear. I’ve bought some of their stuff. But Virtuatext, no. Sorry.”

“The answer we were expecting,” Kantor said. “Two public companies. EdgeVerse has a market cap of 850 million. Virtuatext’s cap is 235 billion. Virtuatext makes fibers, and they want to buy EdgeVerse, and the only people outside that company who know are the three of us.”

“What do you need me to do?” Annabelle asked.

“You’re not afraid?” Shafer said with another bark of hilarity. “You’re not going to run screaming out of the room?”

“I guess I don’t know enough to be afraid,” Annabelle admitted. “But I’m assuming you don’t want me to drive the acquisition myself.”

Shafer and Kantor looked at each other and laughed before Kantor turned to Annabelle with an expression of deepest severity.

“The first thing we need you to do,” he said, “is tell no one. What we’ve told you doesn’t leave this room.”

“Okay,” Annabelle said, nodding.

“Part two,” Shafer said, “turn in a PA by 5 today.”

“PA?” Annabelle said.

“Preliminary assessment. This is going to be a hostile takeover. EdgeVerse has said it’s not for sale. Virtuatext is going to go straight to the shareholders, with an offer they can’t refuse. How much should they tender per share class? What do they need to know before they announce, that only we can tell them? What could go wrong?”

Annabelle’s eyes searched the table frantically, looking for something to write with.

“Those are sample questions,” Kantor said. “You think up your own. Send it to us over Mezage by 5 today.”

“Okay,” Annabelle said, hoping she didn’t look as much like a deer in the headlights as she felt.

“Aren’t you going to ask us why Virtuatext wants to buy EdgeVerse?” Shafer asked, and despite his weak smile, Annabelle sensed she had already failed the first step in the assignment. And she was about to fail the second, too, because she had no idea, other than that Virtuatext wanted to make more money. And saying that would be stupid.

“Yes, what’s up with that?” she asked with an immediate double regret, for both her tone and wording, even though both men laughed again.

“Virtuatext wants to make EdgeVerse products at a dozen or so of their factories around the world, which would mean no shipping costs, quicker time to market, serving local demand, the works.”

“Does EdgeVerse use Virtuatext’s products now?” Annabelle asked. “I mean, their fibers? In EdgeVerse’s clothes?”

The men looked at each other and nodded with what might have been vague approval, or something else.

“A good question,” Kantor said. “So get started.”

Both men looked at Annabelle expectantly, and she stared back, deer-like, for a good five seconds before she connected Kantor’s instructions with what she should do next. Realizing that she could accomplish nothing without her PC, she stood slowly, backed away slowly, mindful of her chain, and headed to the door.

“Not a word,” Shafer reminded her.

“Yes, Sir,” Annabelle replied, turning to look at the men before she exited. “And thank you.”

She headed to the elevator as though in a dream, oblivious even to the rhythmic clink of her restraint and the short steps it forced her to take, pausing to remember if she was going up or down, drawing in heavy breaths while she waited for the elevator to arrive, pausing again to remember which floor button to hit and then again to remember the floor plan, navigating it for the first time on her own.

Back in her cell, she went to her PC, turned it on, realized that someone could sneak up behind her and see what she was working on, so she shuffled back to her door and pulled it toward her until the bolt struck the iron jamb with a leaden clang. Still, someone could pull it open without her hearing, especially if she needed to listen to something, so she solved the problem by angling up the bolting mechanism and sliding the bold into its hole. She couldn’t lock herself in, however, because the padlock was locked around the U. But if someone showed up, surely they’d knock. And if they didn’t knock, she’d hear them fumbling with her door before they could get close enough to see what she was working on.

She worked quickly, urgently, looking up everything she could find about EdgeVerse, about Virtuatext—history, corporate officers, organizing structure, market cap histories, share prices of all the equity classes, news good and bad, scandals, and although she turned to look at her door every 15 minutes or so, she lost track of time otherwise, immersing herself in a vast body of unfamiliar information, composing her report in her mind well before she tapped out the header, in memo style, to Kantor and Shafer.

Just as she was choosing the font, a female voice barked out behind her, “Who left you like this?”

Annabelle started as though shot in the back and turned to find Felicia glaring at her between the bars.

“Oh, hey,” she said, putting her PC to sleep and rising. “C’mon in.”

“Why isn’t it locked?” Felicia asked.

Annabelle shuffled over, reached through the bars to slide the bolt to the side.

“I didn’t have the key,” Annabelle explained, pushing open the door.

“Who brought you down here?”

“I brought myself,” Annabelle said, her voice tinged with just a splinter of annoyance, powered by the belief Kantor and Shafer outranked Felicia. “I’m working on that, uhh, that project for Mr. Kantor and Mr. Shafer.”

“They sent you back here?”

“Yes,” Annabelle said. “Or, well, they told me they wanted something by 5, so this was where I need to be to work on it.”

“No one took off your shackles?”

“No,” Annabelle said. “I came straight here. I didn’t see anyone. And it’s not a problem that I’m in them.”

“Okay,” Felicia said, face softening as she seemed to reach an understanding of what had happened. “I was just stopping by to see if you wanted lunch.”

“What time is it?”

“Almost 1,” Felicia said.

“Oh, yeah, I probably do,” Annabelle said. “But I’d rather not leave.”

“I am under strict orders not to ask you what they’ve got you working on,” Felicia said.

“I have to turn it in by 5,” Annabelle said, intentionally depriving Felicia of any clues about her work and heading back to her desk.

“What do you want for lunch?” Felicia asked.

“What’s available?”

“There’s a deli next door. Something from there?”

“Italian, or turkey Reuben,” Annabelle said. “And thanks for doing that.”

“I’ll have Kathryn get it for you,” Felicia said.

“Of course,” Annabelle said. “But still, thanks.”

“Sure.”

Annabelle sat down, went back to work, and realized a few minutes later that Felicia hadn’t come to take a lunch order, she’d come to spy. She wanted to know what Annabelle was working on. She could have sent Kathryn or Demetrius to take a lunch order. No, the deputy managing partner was fishing.

But a far bigger revelation landed in Annabelle’s lap just as Kathryn arrived and announced, “I’ve got your food,” and the law student had to tear herself away from her work with an almost physical wrench, shutting off the screen and shambling over to her cell door, and she wanted to reach through the bars and snatch the white bag of sustenance but Kathryn held up the key ring.

“I’m supposed to switch some stuff,” she said.

“Okay,” Annabelle said. “What?”

“Chains off, door locked,” Kathryn said.

“Yeah,” Annabelle said briskly, going to her chair and holding out her feet, watching the girl unlock her cuffs one by one, pocketing them, standing and just looking down at Annabelle. What did she want? For god’s sakes, girl, go!

“Do you know how to work the door?” Annabelle said, tone set at just the right degree of sharpness.

“I think so,” Kathryn said.

“Okay, thanks for lunch,” Annabelle said, and something in her tone or her expression finally broke through to the high school student, and she headed for the bars and locked the door with more rattling than was necessary, and as soon as the padlock was clicked closed, Annabelle returned her PC to life with one hand while she reached into the bag with the other, not displeased to find the Italian sandwich still warm, and she ate food with her mouth while she ate truth with her eyes, because this was Big.

EdgeVerse kept all its manufacturing plants in America because several of its renowned, outdoorsy, patriotic designers said they had to. Patrick F. Henry, Manuela Ceres, and Ruff Chewning—Annabelle recognized all the names, owned two pairs of hiking shorts with Ceres’ signature across the rear—had agreed to let EdgeVerse exclusively sell their signature pants, jackets, backpacks, t-shirts etc. as long as the products were made in America.

The deal was already dead, Annabelle thought. Virtuatext couldn’t put EdgeVerse plants next to their global network of sustainable fiber shops because the designers would yank their designs. Made in America would be replaced by Made in Kenya, Vietnam, Portugal, Chile. The brand would die. Virtuatext’s hostile takeover would be a bust.

Annabelle started writing, beginning with a summary of the deal breaker and the place she’d found it, an article in Fashionart from last summer. How much would Virtuatext lose under the designers’ stipulations? She turned her attention to that next, calculating with an almost perverse glee the potential losses if Virtuatext offered to buy every outstanding share at 5, 7 and 10 percent over the day’s asking price. At 3:50, after a bathroom break and a brief interview with Human Resources through the bars of her door, she investigated the labor law and customs angles, the potential pitfalls of importing equipment to various developing nations and putting citizens to work on the machines while foreign managers looked on.

It was seven pages of the best work she’d ever done, dwarfing in both quality and importance anything she’d done for school, and after some formatting and one more quick pass, she saved it and sent it to Kantor and Shafer, with two minutes to spare.

Done, Annabelle took in her first full breath, and exulted. On her first day of internship, she had arrived. Her chains were insignificant, the lock on her door of no consequence. Slavery had become irrelevant.

“Thank you,” Shafer replied at 5:07, and Annabelle breathed out, and her mind wandered to what would happen next, how her work would be received, how high the plaudits would go. Maybe she’d get to present the next Case of the Month, a year before she was even a full lawyer.

Mergers and acquisitions. Had she found her calling? Already?

She thought about taking off her suit, changed her mind when she realized the building might still be full of people. Today, at least, any colleague who saw her needed to see her at her best. She had the vague sense that someone might be stopping by, but she didn’t consider the matter any further, instead going to her bed with her laptop, logging into the company’s wi-fi and scrolling through the most vapid things she could find. Girls dancing in bikinis. A boy falling out of a boat. Someone getting hit over the head with a baguette. Annabelle’s mind needed a rest.

“Well, what have you been up to all day?” someone asked.

Annabelle looked up to find Lesley peering in through her barred door, appearing decidedly worried.

“Hey,” she said, setting her PC aside, sliding off her bed and struggling with a sudden guilt. She couldn’t tell him what she’d been doing. Worse, she’d completely forgotten him. The gay boy who drove her to Denver was just a blip on the radar.

“I’m trying to get some research done on things for Mr. Shafer,” she said in a gross understatement, once she’d reached the bars. “What do they have you doing?”

“Union law,” he said, nodding. “It’s actually pretty interesting. Workplace safety. Benefits. Better lives for children.”

He was being serious, so Annabelle nodded seriously, and smiled. “Are you done for the day?”

“I guess,” he said. “I got most of it done, I’ll probably spend a little more time on it tonight after dinner. But people start drifting home at 5ish, and I’m exhausted.”

“Get some rest,” Annabelle urged.

“So you’re just stuck here all night?” Lesley asked, looking profoundly sorry for the girl.

“Yeah, I . . . wait . . . oh, maybe not,” Annabelle said, finally remembering that she and Jake Halston had reached a very informal agreement to go to his place this evening.

“You’re breaking out?” Lesley said.

Annabelle laughed. “Well, getting broken out, maybe.”

“Wait, you’re being serious?” he said.

“It’s very tentative, kind of informal.”

Annabelle realized belatedly that discretion on this topic was probably just as advisable as staying mum about the Virtuatext takeover. Yes, she might occasionally leave with someone, but no one needed to know that—except the person she left with, of course. And Felicia. Ultimately, it was a very small thing she would be doing: a little company, a little conversation, and a little comfort, which was the magic word for the non-exclusive, non-monogamous joining of one’s naked body with another’s, one’s sex organ with another’s. Comfort. Or the carnal sating of two mutually ravenous animal natures. But whatever you called it, Lesley didn’t need to know about this.

“I’m not sure it’s even going to happen,” Annabelle said honestly, and then lied big. “I need some, uh, personal things I forgot to pack. So someone might be taking me to the store tonight.”

“Of course,” he said with a slight cough. “Any chance dinner will be in the offing?”

“Oh, I have no idea,” Annabelle answered, being honest again. If Jake never showed up, or showed up at 10, she’d have to fend for herself, dinner-wise. “Are you a dinner person?”

“I am,” he said. “A complete sucker for fine dining. And there are a dozen places I want to check out as soon as possible, but I don’t want to go alone.”

“Talk to Felicia,” Annabelle said. “She decides when I can go out. But I’d love to be your date, if you don’t mind being seen with a girl who’s got her ankles chained together.”

“So that would be a requirement, eh?” Lesley said, looking slightly disappointed.

“So I’m told, unless you’re ready to pay the insurance company for my loss.”

“I’m sure the settlement would be a bit above intern pay,” Lesley said. “So I’ll play by the rules.”

Annabelle heard a voice, or a thump, or some sound of something animate in the hall, and she looked over Lesley’s shoulder, because if Jake showed up now, it could get awkward, and Lesley seemed to notice her pensiveness and smiled and offered a short bow.

“Until tomorrow, then,” he said.

“Thanks for stopping by,” Annabelle said. “You know you’re always welcome here.”

Annabelle watched Lesley depart with an unexpected ache, returned to her work computer and checked for any further messages from Shafer or Kantor. Finding nothing, she opened her analysis and read it through again, luxuriating in the discoveries, the ideas, the clear thinking that had gone into it. There was a typo or two, but nothing that would reduce the men’s respect for it, or her. She was reading it for the third time, about halfway through, when a male voice, speaking softly, shook her from her self-indulgence.

“Annabelle?”

She spun in her chair to find Jake Halston peering at her through the bars.

“Jake!” she shouted, pulse immediately quickening. “Hey.”




Chapter 9: Emerson’s

“Gonna be a late night?” Jake asked.

“What?” she replied, eyebrows arched.

“Do you need to get some more things done?”

“Oh,” she said, shaking her head at her screen. “No, I’m finished.”

“Wonderful,” he said, and he just stood there, looking at her. Why wasn’t he saying something? Didn’t they have a date? Or was he coming just to express his regrets? Or was he waiting for Annabelle to say something?

People don’t know, she reminded herself. Unless they’re friends with the slave, or own the slave, the rules are opaque. Or no, sometimes they were opaque even if you knew her, even if you owned her. Because slaves were people, with all the rights to whim and mystery as anyone else, and with at least some of the bargaining power too. So the ball was in her court. Annabelle rose, went to the bars.

“I really hope Felicia gave you the keys,” she said.

“You still want to go?” he asked.

“Of course,” she said.

“First day not too stressful?”

“Are you trying to talk me out of it?” she asked.

“I’ve never been on a date like this,” he said. “Full disclosure.”

“A date like what?”

Jake shrugged, raised his eyebrows at her, spread his hands by his hips. Utterly lost.

“First, unlock my door,” Annabelle said, pointing to the padlock.

Jake pulled Felicia’s key ring out of his pocket, demonstrated a passable knowledge of the art of opening a padlock and sliding the bolt aside.

“Come in,” she said, pushing the door open. “Let me give you a tour.”

Jake laughed, since the tour of the single room apartment was done as soon as it had begun.

“This is where I work,” she said, sitting down at her desk before she pointed to her bed. “And that’s where I sleep.”

“What did they have you doing today?” he asked.

“A very important project for Mr. Shafer,” she said, with a roll of the eyes and just the right amount of deceptive self-deprecation in the tone. “Some research on international business, if you want to know the details.”

“If it’s for Albert, I’m sure it’s important,” Jake said.

“I’m sure someone making a sandwich for him is important,” Annabelle shot back.

“You want a sandwich?” he asked.

“Huh?” Annabelle asked.

“Are you hungry?”

“Oh, yeah, starving,” Annabelle said. “You’re thinking sandwiches?”

“No, that was a joke,” he said. “Where can I take you?”

“Wherever you want to go. Since you’re driving.”

“Emerson’s?”

“Oh, I’ve heard of it, but I’ve never been. I’ve heard it’s nice.”

“You’d go, if you could?” Jake asked.

“Yes.”

“You’re okay with the rules?”

“What rules?” Annabelle asked. “It’s just a normal high-end restaurant, right?”

“I mean, the rules about you,” he said. “How you have to go.”

“Oh,” Annabelle said, wincing slightly. “You mean my slave girl chains?”

“Is that what they’re called?” he asked, looking surprised.

“Uh, no,” she replied. “Not officially. I’m just . . . I’ve been using euphemisms all day, and I’m tired of them.”

“Okay,” Jake said, looking at the girl with a half-smile, frozen with uncertainty.

“You brought them, right?” she said.

“Felicia gave them to me,” he replied, patting his front pocket, his word choice suggesting he wanted to blame others for all of this.

“I’m spending the night?” she asked.

“If you want to.”

“That would be easier,” she said. “Do you have a place I can shower?”

“I do.”

“Okay, let me get packed.”

Annabelle made quick work of getting her things together, the smallness of her new home helping with that. Two trips to the bathroom, two more to her armoire, and she zipped up her suitcase and returned to her desk to sit.

“Okay, put them on me,” she said, turning toward Jake and extending her feet, as she had earlier for Demetrius.

Jake pulled out the shackles, breathed in, sighed out, dropped to one knee and cuffed Annabelle’s ankles loosely enough that she could probably slip her feet out of the restraints if she could get hold of some grease.

She stood, adjusted her skirt and jacket, smiled at Jake. “Shall we, then?”

“Yes,” he said, grabbing her rolling suitcase with one hand, offering his free arm in mock formality, and she took it and followed him out of her cell and down to the main hall.

“Wait, can we lock my door?” she said, letting Jake trudge back on his own to clank through the steps of locking things up. Back beside her, he set a healthy pace, Annabelle almost running to keep up.

“Um . . . would you mind walking a little slower?” she said. “I’m not that good at walking in these yet.”

“Sorry,” he said, truly contrite, putting his hand on her elbow to slow himself as much as to steady her.

“So Emerson’s, really?” she said once they’d entered the elevator. “I don’t think it’s a place you just walk into.”

“It isn’t. But they’ve got a table for us, expecting us in half an hour.”

“You made a reservation?”

“I did.”

“Okay, thank you,” Annabelle said. “I wasn’t expecting anything like this on my first day.”

“Neither was I,” Jake said.

“You mean, you didn’t go to Emerson’s on your first day here? Like, what, five years ago?”

“No, on your first day,” he said.

“How did setting that up work?” she asked. “Felicia only hinted at it.”

“They sent your picture out as soon as you’d accepted,” Jake said. “Yours and Lesley’s. And I . . . I was next to Felicia in a meeting that day, asked her a little about you.”

“Asked her what?” Annabelle demanded.

Jake hit the button for the second floor and turned two diffident eyes at Annabelle, saying nothing.

“You have to tell me,” she protested. “I need to understand.”

“I asked her if you were married,” Jake confessed.

“I’m not,” Annabelle blurted, covering her mouth with her hands.

“Yeah, she told me,” Jake said. “And clued me in about your status.”

“She told me some people could tell what I was from my collar,” Annabelle said.

“I wasn’t one of them,” Jake admitted. “She had to explain things. It’s not a world I’m that familiar with.”

“And yet, here we are,” Annabelle said.

“What do you mean?”

“You and me,” she explained. “Out on, I guess, a date.”

“Yes,” Jake said. The elevator stopped, the doors opened, and Annabelle exited first, followed by Jake and her suitcase. She remembered the hall that led to the third floor parking garage, led the way and marveled at a place she felt like she’d walked through a year ago, even though it had just been yesterday afternoon.

“So you were the only one who was serious?” she asked. “About taking me out?”

“Car’s over here,” he said, pulling the fob out of his pocket, a rusty orange pickup truck in the corner issuing a sharp bark, its lights flashing on.

She followed him to the truck, watched him put her suitcase in the bed and cover it with a blue tarp, but she wasn’t ready to proceed yet.

“Jake,” she said, putting her elbows on the rusty tailgate before she thought better of it, lifted her arms and checked for damage. Other than a little dust, fortunately, her designer blazer was unscathed.

Finished inspecting her coat, she looked up to find Jake’s hand hovering next to the passenger door handle, frozen.

“I think you should tell me . . .” she began. “Okay, first, this truck. Why?”

“No one notices it,” he said. “And it was a gift from a client.”

“One of your Metter-Cromartie clients?”

“Yes,” he said. “Toby Hashburn, bought a new truck with the settlement, gave this one to me. But he had it rebuilt first, so it wasn’t cheap.”

“Why don’t you want to be noticed?”

“Noticed physically. No one looks at this truck. Professionally, though, I still want to be noticed.”

“I think you’ve accomplished that.”

“You’re only as good as your last case,” Jake said darkly, pulling open the passenger door of his truck and looking at Annabelle expectantly, but she held her place at the truck’s rear.

“I need to know what was being said,” she asserted. “About me.”

“You’re not getting in unless I tell you,” Jake surmised.

“It’s the only leverage I have,” Annabelle said, laughing at her word choice. “I mean, wouldn’t you want to know?”

“I’ll tell you if you let me kiss you,” Jake said.

Annabelle looked at the old orange truck, the dusty parking garage and the few vehicles still waiting there. “How romantic,” she said, but she turned to Jake and let him take her, first with his hands on her shoulder for a tentative peck, and then body-to-body, arms around her waist and mouth pressed against hers, a long slow kiss that suggested he knew what he wanted and hadn’t gotten enough of it. Maybe ever.

“Okay,” she said, pushing him away. “Pay up.”

“I don’t know everything,” he said.

“No witness does,” she said, and she laughed again, because this was Jake Halston standing before her—Jake freaking Halston—and he was looking at the moment very sheepish. Boyish. Boyishly sheepish. “Just tell me what you do know.”

“Felicia put the word out a couple of weeks ago, to everyone who wanted time with the new intern, and it—”

“Put the word out?” Annabelle said.

“Over Mezage.”

“What kind of word?” Annabelle asked, fighting not to keep laughing, because this whole thing was too ridiculous. The august employees of Dinnerstein MacCauley–historic, esteemed, revered; the place where half her law class wanted to intern—found out they were getting a slave girl, and they asked the same question everyone else did: Is her pussy available?

“It wasn’t like that,” Jake said, as though reading her mind. “It started with a caveat. She might not be available, she might not be interested, her owners might tell us it’s not an option. And then she mentioned that you’d have to stay in the building, so this offer was being made for you, not for us. You’d need social outlets, and we might be your only option. And then, you were an intern. She reminded us. That came first. She said you were very serious. We’d do this on a trial basis. It could be shut down anytime. Felicia would call the shots.”

As Jake finished the summary, his sour expression faded, replaced by something more positive.

“So it was . . . I hope that’s obvious . . . It was about what was best for you, what you wanted.”

“But, what . . . she asked if people wanted to sign up for doing me?”

“No, it wasn’t like that,” Jake said. “She asked if people wanted to spend time with you. Take you out. Spare you from spending every night in your cell. For whatever reason.”

“But there was a list?” Annabelle said. “An actual list?”

“Yes.”

“Who was on it?”

“I can’t tell you that,” Jake said. “First of all, because I was never privy to the whole list, but even if I was . . . it wouldn’t be appropriate to say.”

“You were on it,” Annabelle said.

“I was.”

“At the top,” she guessed.

“Well, that’s how it worked out, apparently,” Jake said.

“How were you first?”

“You asked for me,” Jake said, smiling tightly.

“How do you figure?” Annabelle asked.

“You said you wanted to meet with me,” Jake said, looking both surprised and defensive.

“Oh, you mean . . .” Annabelle said, laughing again. “Wait, wait . . . I said I wanted to talk to you about Metter. I wasn’t asking for a date.”

“It was all Felicia had to go on,” Jake said.

“This feels weird,” Annabelle said.

“Can we talk about it over dinner?” Jake said with the tone of a man worried about losing a prized reservation.

Annabelle lifted herself up on her toes to say yes by pressing her mouth briefly against his, and she dropped and rounded him and pulled open the passenger-side door. But she paused there, because the vehicle’s interior was not what she’d expected: immaculate, plushly carpeted, the seats finished in black leather, the dashboard state-of-the-art, with a digital screen that came to life as soon as Jake opened his door.

“They really did rebuild this for you,” she noted, raising her foot to the sidestep, grateful her chain was just long enough to allow her to reach it, because asking Jake to lift her up would have been humiliating.

“I did some of it,” Jake confessed.

“It wasn’t cheap,” Annabelle asserted.

“No.”

“Like, you could have bought a new car with what you spent,” she guessed. “A nice new car.”

“Yes,” he agreed, turning the ignition, the engine purring. “But I didn’t want a nice new car.”

He stared at the monitor while he backed out, put the truck in drive, eased through the garage and down to ground level.

“So, how are we doing?” he asked, pulling into the street.

“You mean, health wise?” she quipped. “How’s-my-driving-wise?”

“Kind of more, how are we doing with regard to you being in this truck?”

“Okay, yeah,” she said. “Absorbing. Or no, trying to feel my way. Or well . . .”

The document—the Preliminary Assessment Annabelle had turned in a few hours earlier—forced itself into her mind, and for a brief, stirring moment, she could almost see its golden pages hanging before her, could almost read the sterling prose she’d given two of Dinnerstein MacCauley’s top lawyers on her first day.

Her. First. Day.

No, we are doing very well.

“Good,” she concluded.

“You said absorbing, though,” Jake noted. “Feeling your way. Elaborate.”

Annabelle breathed in, pondered, determined to provide a coherent answer. Whatever happened with this renowned attorney tonight, she didn’t want to remember herself as staggering verbally from one half-formed idea to the next.

“Okay,” she began. “The key to getting by is the serenity prayer. Accept what you can’t change. I’m someone’s property. So’s my mom. Okay. Can’t change that. Then, change what you can. I’ve always had choices. Options, that’s what they call them. Options. I’m here because I did things, lots of things, that were up to me. And then, the wisdom to know the difference. You know, between what you can and can’t change.”

“You pray a lot?” Jake asked.

“No.”

“Neither do I,” he said.

“I hope that means you won’t try to save me.”

“You were worried about that?” he asked.

“It happens sometimes, when you’re least expecting it,” she said. “Fellowship of Christian Athletes, at the university, they’d do a campaign a couple of times a year. They called it witnessing, I think, but we called it “Save the Slaves”. They’d look for our collars, then act like they were just making conversation, but after their second question, we knew what it was. Poor kids. But they got to my bunkmate for a while, and she tried to save me. But she was always glad to suck— Okay, sorry, total tangent . . . You’re easy to talk to. I’m sure you’ve been told that.”

“I have,” Jake affirmed. “Kind of an asset in what I do.”

“So, yeah, serenity prayer . . . where was I going with that? Right, right. Wisdom to know the difference. I’m getting assigned dates, okay? That’s a first. I’ve . . . I should probably be . . . Okay, this is weird, you know? Because I’m good with this. I’m glad you’re taking me out. This is so much better than being locked up tonight. But should I be okay with it? Is this just how it is, be serene? Or change it? Is it something that can be changed? And should I?”

Annabelle had been staring at the monitor, watching their progress through a map of downtown Denver toward Emerson’s, now just eight minutes away, but they were stopped at a light and she looked up, sensed Jake looking at her, turned to verify it, his eyebrows arched with curiosity.

“Sorry, I’m kind of babbling,” she said. “First-day energy, I guess.”

“How would you change it?” he asked.

“That’s the thing,” she said. “I don’t know, this seems . . . okay, yeah, so I wouldn’t change tonight. This is good. You’re a good kisser, by the way. But I don’t—”

“Thanks.”

“Sure. But I don’t want Felicia just picking out my date every night. You know, like, take a number? I just want . . . I want people to see me as a lawyer. First. I mean, I want to have fun. I want to make friends, get to know everyone here. And I think I have a freedom there. But I want to be seen as a successful intern first, not as a . . . well, you know.”

“Yeah,” Jake agreed, looking forward as he accelerated down an empty city street.

“Yeah?” Annabelle echoed. “Yeah as in, what the hell? What is she talking about?”

“No,” he replied. “Yeah as in, you’re figuring it out. And it’s fun to watch.”

“Oh fuck, please don’t watch me think,” she laughed, adding after a pause, “for the same reason, you shouldn’t watch sausage being made.”

Jake was still laughing when he pulled up to Emerson’s valet stand, and the young man waiting under the umbrella hustled up, pulled open the truck’s passenger door, smiled up at Annabelle.

“Good evening, Mr. Halston and guest!” he said brightly, all his attention on the passenger, his eyes taking in all her form from her black hair to her bound feet, his reaction a study in experience and grace.

“Miss, you can take my hand if you like,” he said, raising it to just where Annabelle needed it, and she held it tightly as she slid off the seat, planted her feet together on the sidestep, and lowered one foot cautiously to the pavement before bringing the other one down.

“Thank you,” she said, releasing his hand and turning to find Jake beside her, offering his arm, and she crossed the sidewalk and made her way with him up the hedge-lined path to Emerson’s heavy oak door.

“They know you here,” she said.

“I’m a sucker for good food,” he said. “So I’m sort of a regular.”

“He knew what to do with me,” she added.

“What do you mean?”

“The valet. He offered me his hand.”

“A real gentleman,” Jake said, turning to look back to where his truck had been.

“No, I mean, he noticed my feet and knew how to get me out of your truck.”

“You’re not the first, uh, the first girl he’s dealt with,” Jake offered. “In your, uh, condition.”

“The first slave girl,” she said.

The door swung open and a maître d’ in a tuxedo stepped outside to welcome them.




Chapter 10: A Dinner Sans Euphemisms

“Mr. Halston!” exclaimed Emerson’s dapper host. “We were afraid you weren’t going to show.”

“Hello, Rick, sorry,” Jake said, shaking the man’s hand and motioning to the female on his arm with an upturned palm. “One waits for a girl like Annabelle.”

“Annabelle,” the man gushed, casting just the briefest, most subtle look down at her feet before he beamed into her eyes. “So nice to have you with us.”

“Thank you, Rick,” Annabelle said, reaching out to the man, and he seemed surprised by the gesture, even more so when she gripped his hand firmly.

“I hope my table is still free?” Jake asked.

“I’m sorry,” Rick said, easing the door closed behind the couple. “We had to give it away. But we’ve got you on the dais, if that’s alright.”

“Even better,” Jake said, “now I’ve got someone to show off.”

Jake winced for some reason before he put two fingers behind Annabelle’s elbow, guiding her at her pace, the two slowly weaving between the tables in the darkened dining room, the voices and the muted Handel piece almost covering the sound of Annabelle’s chain against the pecan and walnut parquet.

The evening’s table wasn’t on so much a dais as a raised second half of the room, up three steps, and Annabelle navigated them easily and settled onto a table for two positioned along the railing, one of the best perches for seeing everyone there, and being seen. As she straightened her skirt, unbuttoned her blazer, and tucked her feet under her chair with one last clink of her restraint, she glanced at the other diners, noticed enough of them were studying her that she quickly looked back to Jake, who was looking at her with profound regret.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“For what?”

“What I said back there.”

“What did you say?” she asked, truly not certain.

“Showing you off,” he said with a fresh scowl.

“What?” Annabelle said, sincerely lost.

“You didn’t hear it?”

“Hear what?”

Their server, a husky blonde who introduced herself as Raquelle but didn’t feel the need to say Jake’s name, took their drink orders—South African sauvignon blanc for Jake and Annabelle’s favorite chardonnay, a reserve bottle from HaileyFront.

Done ordering, Annabelle opened the menu, scanned, was immediately impressed with the variety, from lamb and fowl to swordfish and steak.

“So, you insulted me, and I didn’t hear it,” she said, not looking up.

“I said I wanted to sit up here, to show you off.”

“Oh, I heard that,” Annabelle said. “Am I supposed to be mad?”

“You’re not?”

“Why should I be?” she asked, leaning forward and looking at the boy over her menu.

“Well, maybe you shouldn’t then,” he said, looking relieved. “Let’s forget it happened.”

Annabelle laughed, loud and confident, her hurt feelings coefficient at something close to zero, her delight at being here, with Jake Freaking Halston, at one of the best restaurants in Denver, where he was apparently a valued regular, on the first day of her internship—that was where her mind had settled.

But there were things going on here she didn’t remotely understand, a legal culture whose workings she was looking at through frosted glass. But she had conquered other worlds. This was just the latest challenge. And Jake was going to be her guide, whether he wanted to be or not.

“Why should I have been offended?” she asked, putting her fingertips down just under the swordfish with squid ink and vegetable puree, because that was at the moment the place her belly was leading her to. She was, she was starting to realize, famished.

“You shouldn’t have been,” Jake said hopefully.

“No, you thought I should have been,” Annabelle countered. “I want to know why.”

“Why?”

“Why?” Annabelle said. “You mean, why do I want to know why?”

“I guess,” Jake said. “I might be getting sort of lost.”

“You said you were going to show me off,” Annabelle said. “Why would that offend me?”

“You didn’t feel,” Jake said, pausing before he finished the thought, “objectified?”

“Oh, oh!” Annabelle said, laughing and covering her mouth. “That’s what it was? You thought I’d be . . . okay, wow. Yeah. No.”

“No?” Jake said.

Their wine arrived and Annabelle was the first to raise her glass, holding it out to Jake. “To a fabulous first day,” she said, thinking about the lawyer on the other side of the table and her first assignment, both of them wins by any definition.

Glasses clinked, sips were drawn, and Annabelle set down her glass and looked hard at her dinner partner.

“I’m an object,” she said.

“No, I don’t think that. That’s why I’m sorry.”

“No,” she said with conviction. “I’m telling you. I’m an object.”

“No you’re not,” Jake said with just as much certainty.

“Jake,” she said. “I’m insured against theft. My feet are chained together. Felicia had to give you keys so you could take me out. I think object is applicable.”

Jake squirmed, literally.

“Lawyer too,” Annabelle said. “Intern. Legal intern. But, I’ve thought about this. Everyone’s an onion, you know? Layers?”

“Okay,” Jake said, holding up his wine to cover his mouth. “Lawyer, object?”

“Sure,” Annabelle said. “Better than lawyer, convict. Lawyer, homeless mom.”

“People are staring,” Jake said. He’d regained his composure, and he cut his eyes to the side but didn’t turn his head.

“I hope so,” Annabelle said, grabbing the lapels of her blazer. “I worked really hard on this look.”

Their server took their orders for salad and dinner and Jake returned to the subject at hand.

“Full disclosure,” he said. “I didn’t—”

“Let’s do full disclosure,” Annabelle said. “Whatever we think, we say.”

“That’s dangerous,” Jake noted.

“I don’t think there’s anything you can say that would offend me,” she replied. “If that’s what you’re worried about. Because I know you don’t want to offend me. You know? So if it happens, I know it was an accident.”

“Okay,” Jake said, nodding. “I didn’t know you were a subject the first time I asked Felicia about you.”

“Okay,” Annabelle said. “Does that matter?”

“I feel like it does. The reason I asked Felicia about you is because I knew you were smart. You wouldn’t have gotten the internship if you weren’t.”

“No,” Annabelle said. “You saw my picture, right?”

“I did.”

“So you knew I was smart . . . and I looked like this.”

“Got me,” Jake said. “Smart and beautiful.”

“I grew up convinced I was hideous.”

Jake leaned back like someone had slapped him.

“My mouth,” she said, opening it wide. “Don’t you think it’s big?”

“It is,” he said. “So are your tits.”

Annabelle raised her hands and laughed hard into her fingers.

“I think you’re a fucking hunk,” she said. “Metter v. Cromartie. They went through the case in our first year, instructor flashed your picture up, I just said no fucking way. He’s almost my age, and he’s . . . gorgeous. How can this be?”

“When you walked into the meeting this morning,” Jake said, “I just wanted to . . . and then you stood up and spoke, and just . . .”

“Just what?”

“Just . . .”

“What did you want to do?” Annabelle pressed.

“Fuck you.”

“That’s it?” Annabelle asked, looking disappointed.

“Oh god, I’ve finally offended you.”

“No,” she said, laughing again. “It’s just, fuck me? That’s it? Everyone wants to fuck people. Tell me you wanted to fuck my mouth. Say something about my tits again.”

“Okay, wait,” Jake said, holding up his hands as though trying to stop a car. “Too much.”

“I don’t want to do euphemisms,” Annabelle said. “I think I overdosed on euphemisms today. Felicia, everyone, they can’t really say what things are, and they think they’re doing it for me, but really, I think they’re doing it for themselves. Because I don’t care.”

Annabelle sipped her wine but held up her left hand, because she had more to say.

“You know what the euphemism is for fuck?” she asked.

“Tell me,” Jake said.

“Socialize,” Annabelle said. “As in, yes, Felicia, I’d like to socialize while I’m here. And we were both talking about sex.”

“Free people have euphemisms for it too,” Jake noted. “Sleeping together, for example.”

“Good point,” Annabelle said. “But then, would you need to talk about that on the first day of your internship?”

“Probably not.”

“Why do you drive that truck?” Annabelle demanded. The floodgates of personal disclosure were opened here, to her delight, and she wanted the water flowing both ways.

“I like orange,” Jake replied.

“Nope, I need the truth,” Annabelle said.

“The truth can be boring,” he said. “And disappointing.”

“The Metter settlement was almost 100 million,” she said. “Please tell me you got a nice big piece of that.”

Jake grimaced, looked down at his wine.

“I didn’t do it for the money,” he said.

“Did you give it all away?”

“No.”

“Tell me about your truck then.”

“We’re having fun,” he said. “And this isn’t fun.”

“Good with the bad,” Annabelle countered. “That’s what happens when you stop using euphemisms.”

“I had a girlfriend,” Jake said. “Serious.”

“Go on.”

Jake leaned back, stretched, laughed at himself.

“Okay, in the big scheme of things, this seems so trivial,” he said.

“Does it matter to you?”

“Of course.”

“Share,” Annabelle urged.

“She was very . . . prolific . . . every few weeks,” Jake said with clear discomfort. “For a week.”

“Prolific?”

“Yeah, in a sense.”

“So she fucked a lot,” Annabelle said.

“Yeah, okay.”

“Let’s say that, then,” Annabelle said. “She fucked a lot one week a month. She wanted to get pregnant.”

Jake looked across the table at the girl, stunned.

“What?” she asked.

“You’ve heard this story?”

“What story?”

“About Nadine?”

“Who’s Nadine?”

“My girlfriend,” Jake replied. “My ex-girlfriend.”

“No, if there’s a story there, it hasn’t been shared with me yet.”

“How did you know she wanted to get pregnant?”

“Because she fucked a lot for a week every month. That’s what you do when you want to get pregnant.”

“She said she was on birth control,” Jake said.

“Well, okay,” Annabelle said. “Or maybe she wasn’t.”

“She wasn’t.”

“So you broke up with her because she told you she wanted to get pregnant?”

“Her friend told me,” Jake said, profound bitterness in his face.

“Tell me the story in order,” Annabelle said. “I think I’m losing something.”

“We met, she already knew who I was, we hit it off, we’d have a lot of sex just one week out of four, she wasn’t interested otherwise, it was one of the things I liked about her though, that one week you know, then her friend let slip when we were all out drinking that she already had baby names picked out and I . . . I saw it . . . it just hit me . . . that she wanted . . . she was just trying to find a way . . . okay . . .” Jake passed his hand through his hair while he gathered his thoughts. “For me, sex was . . . sex is connecting with . . . with everything in the universe. And I thought that’s how it was for her. But no, in that moment . . .” Jake shook his head and smiled, the disbelief still raw. “She was just doing it to have a baby.”

“Women do that, you know,” Annabelle noted.

Jake opened his mouth to share his next thought, but the salads arrived, something creative with thinly-sliced pears and toasted almonds, and she picked up her fork and peered at the assemblage before her, and back into Jake’s tortured eyes.

“It’s not about her wanting to get pregnant,” he said. “It was her not telling me. But it was more than that. Why she didn’t tell me. I think she just wanted someone . . . someone with resources, to pay for her kid.”

“Damn,” Annabelle said, finally appreciating the gravity of his confession. “Or maybe she wanted a husband.”

“Don’t know, don’t care.”

“Did she get pregnant?”

“No, fortunately.”

“How long did this go on?”

“Six months,” he said, grimacing at his plate, adding slowly, “I’m not going to compare it to rape. But I felt . . . I still feel, you know, violated.”

“How long ago was this?” Annabelle asked.

“It was over three months ago. I waited until she had her period, and then I just ghosted her. Just . . . just boo. Blocked her. Social media. Look!. Phone.”

“She knew where you lived, though.”

“Yeah.”

“Didn’t she come by?”

“She did. I put her things out in a, a, like a baby bag. Wrote her name on it so she’d know it was for her. She never came back.”

“You sure she got it?”

“Door cam,” Jake said, and he mimed the picking up of a bag that parents use to hold an infant’s things, and he did his best to capture the expression of a young lady with big reproductive ambitions bending over, picking up the bag, finding her name on it, and tucking it under her arm, blank-faced, expressionless, the way antisocial people sometimes look when they find themselves between plans.

“Okay, done,” Jake said, looking up apologetically. “Sorry for ruining dinner. But you wanted to know.”

“I’m still having a lovely time,” Annabelle said, digging her fork into her salad before she scanned the room dramatically. “She’s not here . . . is she?”

Jake tapped his temple dourly.

“Evict her,” Annabelle proposed.

“How did you know?” he asked. “That that’s what she was up to?”

“No girls just have sex one week a month,” Annabelle explained. “It’s either always, or never.”

“Speaking from experience?” Jake queried.

“Of course,” Annabelle replied before she stuck her fork into her mouth. “I fucked all the time. Damn this is a good salad. Or, it’s not fucking with girls, really. Whatever the word is.”

“Okay, so we’re talking about fucking again.”

“I didn’t know we’d stopped.”

“Are you bisexual?” Jake asked.

“I’m sexual,” Annabelle said. “All girls are. But free girls can’t admit it. And I hate that label, by the way.”

“Which one?”

“Bi. Bisexual.”

“Sorry.”

“Not your fault,” she said. “I blame society. But if me and a girl want to be mutual for a little while, why does that have to make us a certain thing? Take away the shame and I think most girls would go down on each other. We just know what—”

Jake waved his hand up, and Annabelle paused.

“Too much information?” she asked.

“Let the record show,” Jake began, smiling warmly again, the girl before him chasing away the memories of someone who’d been banished, “that the witness is introducing evidence incompatible with fine dining.”

“Sustained,” Annabelle said with a nod. “Why did you take Metter as a client?”

“At last,” Jake quipped. “Your real reason for having dinner with me.”

“One of them,” she quipped back.




Chapter 11: Dinner Confessions

“Okay,” Jake said, offering a weak smile, “I’d been here three months, was doing basic law clerk stuff, intern stuff, nothing real . . . and nothing wrong with intern stuff, don’t get me wrong, but I’d passed the bar. And a lawyer stopped by, a known crank from Broomfield, didn’t have an appointment, so they sent him to me. He probably shouldn’t be a lawyer. Drinks way too much. But he knows how to tell a story. And he told me about inmates who’d lost 30 pounds in six months, arbitrary lockdowns, solitary as a cost-cutting strategy, visitation abuses and . . . well, I assume you’re familiar with the claims.”

“I am. You know what the professor focused on?”

“Tell me.”

“Building the class.”

“Of course.”

“They said you went door to door to find people.”

“An exaggeration,” Jake said. “Not door to door, but I did spend some time knocking on doors where I didn’t belong. One at a time, when I had an address. The victim population didn’t exactly have their resumes on ProVine.”

“What was your mindset?” Annabelle asked. “That’s what I always wanted to know the most.”

Jake glared at the girl before he spoke, slowly, enunciating each word.

“Deep. Raging. White. Hot. Fury.”

“It was passion then,” Annabelle said, blinking as though his anger was a bright light.

“No,” Jake said, eyes glittering. “It was more primitive than that. It was the . . . it was what animated our ancestors to slit their enemies’ throats while they were asleep.”

“Okay,” Annabelle said slowly, smiling and nodding, but her wide-open eyes betrayed a hint of fear.

“You said you didn’t want euphemisms,” Jake said, “so there you go. These people . . . they knew what was going on, top to bottom. They were breaking, just breaking people, and some of them were innocent . . . just destroying them to make a little more on their contracts. And doing it openly. Proudly. The paper trails . . .” Jake shook his head quickly, his horror still palpable. “So when people ask me why I took it on, I would ask back, how could I not?”

“If your case comes up in class next year,” Annabelle said, “I’m going to bring this up, this conversation up.”

“I slept in my office,” Jake said. “I knew when I needed to eat because I’d get dizzy. I lost 20 pounds.”

“Like the prisoners.”

“Yeah,” he said with surprise. “I guess so. I’ve never been hungrier in my life. I mean, not physically hungry. Just . . . hungry to destroy. To destroy . . . those people. And I sort of miss it.”

“But you can’t go all your life like that,” Annabelle noted. “You would die.”

“I keep telling myself that.”

“Oh, now I get the truck.”

“What?”

“Your truck,” Annabelle said. “So you’d fit in.”

“No,” Jake said with a sad shake of his head. “That’s not it.”

“Why then?”

“People saw the Tallaux and I was—”

“You had a Tallaux?”

“Still do, but I never drive it. People see it . . . girls see it . . . and it makes you a target.”

“Like a, a fuck target. Fuck magnet.”

“Yeah, if you want to put it that way,” he said ruefully.

“That’s a bad thing?”

“Sorry, let me rephrase. A sperm magnet. Or, wait a second. An egg magnet? A magnet for people who are magnetized to your, your ability to conceive.”

“I get it,” Annabelle said. “Like that girl. Therefore, the truck.”

“It draws . . . exactly no one I don’t want to draw.”

“So I’m safe,” she proposed. “For you.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t well . . . you know I can’t get married, right? I can’t get pregnant without my owner’s okay, which he’s not going to give any time soon.”

“Do you want to, though?”

“What?”

“Get pregnant?”

“God no. And that’s been seen to. IUD in a couple weeks after my first period.”

“Please tell me you weren’t having sex at that age.”

“Uh . . . what?”

“You didn’t have to—”

“Oh, no,” Annabelle said. “Fucking an underage slave is still illegal. As illegal as doing it to anyone that age. No sex, no pictures, no porn . . . I mean, you know this, right?”

“I do now,” Jake said. “I mean, I sort of assumed. Just, on humanitarian grounds.”

“Raping an underage slave,” Annabelle said. “I should have put it that way. Raping. But the more cynical among us would say the rules are just to protect the free.”

“What do you mean?”

“Slippery slope,” Annabelle explained, using a term common to classroom discussions about the law. “If it’s legal to abuse an underage slave, or take pictures, or whatever, why wouldn’t it be okay to do the same thing to a free girl? Or what if someone’s gotten used to abusing an underage slave, and then they’re not around anymore, so they start looking for free victims? So it’s a bright red line. I even got asked about it.”

“Asked?”

“Yeah, a form you fill out in your teens. High school guidance counselor a couple of times.”

“When did you find out you were a subject?” Jake asked.

“I can’t remember ever not knowing,” she said. “They have a whole program for kids growing up. Books you read, clubs, classes. But my mom, I grew up with her, and she’s collared and naked, and it’s just . . . it becomes part of who you are. I think it’s kind of like adoption.”

“What do you mean?”

“Some parents tell their kids they were adopted at a very young age, some parents don’t. And some kids react terribly to it no matter when you tell them, some take it in stride. I think I, pretty much, took it in stride. I mean, finding out I was a subject. It was sort of an identity.”

“Did you grow up with your father too?”

“No, no idea who he was. Definitely way out of the picture.”

“But your mother probably knows.”

“Well, really, she might not,” Annabelle said. “She’s, you know . . . they made sure that side was taken care of.”

“What side?”

“Oh, god, I’m doing it!” Annabelle shouted, covering her mouth in surprise. “Did you hear that euphemism?”

“Maybe it’s different when it’s your mom?” Jake offered.

“No,” Annabelle said firmly. “So let me try again. Mom got all the fucking she wanted. Neighbors, friends’ kids, other slaves. Dad could be anyone.”

“So is that, like, a thing?” Jake asked.

“What?”

“What your mom did.”

“What did she do?” Annabelle asked, a half-smile under raised eyebrows.

Jake smiled, leaned forward. “Fucking everyone.”

“Yeah,” Annabelle said, “as a matter of fact, it is.”

Jake set his fork down, studied the girl.

“Go ahead,” she asked.

“Uh . . .” he said, searching for his next words. “Like mother like daughter?”

“Ask what you’re trying to ask.”

“Did you fuck a lot?”

“Once I got to college, yeah,” she said. “I was actually, sort of ironically innocent until a few weeks into my freshman year. Literally a virgin.”

“Why?”

“I just . . . okay, combination of lack of confidence and lack of opportunity. I’m not going to bore you with all the fine points of how slaves fit into high school social dynamics, but let me just say that it’s already all fucked up before you throw in someone who’s someone else’s property. So boys didn’t ask me out because you really can’t go steady with a subject, and I wasn’t going to come on to someone and get humiliated, so I had a lot of friends, guys and girls, but no lovers in high school.”

“What changed in college?”

“Everything,” Annabelle said with a laugh. “First of all, unlike high school everyone at college didn’t know I was a slave. Second, they thought my collar was jewelry half the time, until I told them. And third, I guess, they didn’t care. Guys in college, once they make it through their freshman year, they can have fun without turning it into a wedding. And a girl who’s sort of existentially unattached . . . that can be a plus.”

“Existentially unattached,” Jake said, and he picked up his fork and returned to eating.

“You didn’t know any of this?” Annabelle asked, holding up her wine to inspect it, half of it gone so far.

“I probably heard about it at some point,” Jake said. “I just . . . I never had a reason to retain it.”

“Why did you ask for me then?” Annabelle asked, setting down her wine and taking the last leaves of her salad.

“Because they picked you for the internship, and I liked your picture,” he said. “I found out later you were a subject.”

“I’m not saying—” Annabelle began, before she was interrupted by the dinner proceedings. Someone must have been watching their table, because within 30 seconds, the salad plates were gone and the dinner plates were set down simultaneously. It had been a week since Annabelle had gotten food of this caliber, and she leaned over to absorb the essence of the swordfish, and she straightened and smiled.

“I’m really glad you did,” she said. “I’m not challenging it. I’m just curious. I don’t think there’s anywhere else I’d rather be right now.”

“We’re of the same mind,” he said, smiling back.

“But it just helps to know . . . why. What people are thinking.”

“Long story, or short?” he asked.

“I want to enjoy this meal,” Annabelle replied. “Take all the time you need.”

“I grew up shy,” he said. “Tall and skinny and way too much hair. If you saw my high school pictures, you’d cry. So I’d ask girls out in the most awkward ways, and they’d let me down gently, and I never got very good at it. Even in law school. Even here. And then I won Metter. I went from anonymous to a rock star in, literally, 12 hours. Pictures, interviews, magazine profiles. I was getting my hair professionally done, and I’d gained enough weight that I didn’t look like a seventh grader, and I suddenly became the whole package. This is not bragging. I know what I am. But I loved it. Loved it. The girls. I’d go to parties . . . I’d get invited to parties, and that was new too . . . and the girls would just, they’d ask me if I wanted to go upstairs, and it was all . . . it was the life.”

Jake’s shoulders slumped.

“It lasted six months,” he said. “I was actually lonely most of the time, because I spent so much time with girls I never wanted to call back.”

“Why not?”

“Because they were the kind of girls who wanted to . . . who wanted to fuck guys who won big cases. And I don’t like those kinds of girls.”

“Like me,” Annabelle said, lower lip extended.

“You know the difference, right?”

“I guess I don’t.”

“They saw a 100 million settlement, you wanted to know about motivation.”

“I also saw 100 million,” Annabelle confessed.

“And my face,” he said.

“And your face,” she agreed.

“I asked about you before I knew you’d asked about me,” he said. “Before I knew you were a subject. And I was a little disappointed when Felicia said you’d asked about me.”

“Why?”

“Because I wanted to be the first to reach out to you. I don’t . . . I never want to be hit on again.”

“I’ll be staying overnight?” she said.

“If you want.”

“What’s your place like?”

“Lofts,” he replied.

“A loft apartment?”

“No, lofts. It used to be a knitting factory. I had it redone.”

“The whole factory?”

“Not the whole factory,” he said. “Just the parts where I wanted to live.”

Annabelle’s face fell, just the littlest bit.

“So it must be . . . secure?”

“What do you mean?”

“Insurance-worthy?”

Jake shook his head. “You’re going to have to translate.”

“I forgot, sorry,” Annabelle said, laughing. “How are you going to keep me there? Cage, kennel, cell, chains?”

“Oh, god,” Jake said, horror in his eyes. “No. Home security.”

“What do you mean?”

“I set the alarm at night, and if the door opens, it beeps.”

“It beeps?” Annabelle said with a laugh. “What if you don’t hear it? Or you do, and by the time you get your pants on, I’m half a mile away?”

“That’s the rule,” Jake said. “Home security system.”

“You mean, that’s Felicia’s rule?”

“Ultimately, I assume, your insurance policy’s rule.”

“I guess they know what they’re doing.”

“Oh, and chain,” Jake said. “You were right about that.”

“Chain?”

“Your shackle.”

“They never come off?” Annabelle asked.

“They do,” Jake said. “If you want them off. And then back on.”

“I’ll want them off,” Annabelle said. “We’re doing desert, right?”

“The apple pie cheesecake is ridiculously good,” Jake said. “Pairs well with A’Dielle Brandy.”




Chapter 12: Sex and Suspicion

Annabelle’s first position with Jake Freaking Halston could have been done with her ankles chained together, because she was on her back with her thighs opened, the esteemed attorney working at her gender from on top while he alternated between sucking her nipples and kissing her with a furious passion. But after his climax, the obligatory delivery of semen to her sanctum, and her own sighs of pleasure that were not an actual orgasm, she chose the next arrangement of bodies, her on top, which was incompatible with bound feet.

Fortunately, Jake had freed her as soon as they’d reached the vast former factory that was his home. Annabelle saw darkened recesses, Persian rugs, eclectic furniture, and got the vague sense of a movie villain’s hideout, but a more formal tour would have to wait. The uncuffing of her ankles had been done without ceremony, as was the mutual stripping and the journey up the circular stairway to his bedroom loft.

Given the preamble over dinner, and all that had gone on between them indirectly before they’d actually met, their enthusiastic coupling was no surprise; Jake did not so much make love to Annabelle as devour her, mouth going wherever it wanted, licking and sucking, and he sometimes positioned himself so she could do the same, gently bathing his penis and balls with her tongue while he serviced her, and she groaned and arched her back when he found a particularly sensitive place.

She’d found that oral involvement was obligatory, at least the first time. Men saw her mouth, sensed prowess, and wanted to know what it could do. A wide jawline and thick lips did not translate to depth, however. Taking a penis deep into her mouth was no easier for her at the beginning of her sexual career than for any other oral novice. But her male partners seemed to expect her mouth, and want it, and there was no reason not to oblige in exchange for all the obliging they were doing on her behalf, and she’d gotten good at bringing a variety of tips into her throat, almost never gagging, even when her diligence caused an organ to explode there. Jake held off when she set upon him that way, groaning but not losing his place until she dropped to her back and let him into the slot between her legs.

He recovered quickly from his first release, and once she was above him, her vagina oozing his ejaculate and her arousal juices, it was her turn to devour. She barely needed to open herself as she descended, scooping up his member with an artful flick of her pelvis, sliding down on him and going to work, her orgasm arriving quickly and fiercely, her spine undulating, her breasts swinging above him, her rear shaking before she was done. But she continued to rise and fall until he’d enjoyed his second release, and only when his member softened did she rise up to separate their sex organs, and she laughed and collapsed beside him.

“What time are we getting up?” she asked.

“I’m thinking 6,” he said.

“Can you get me back to my cell a little before 8?” she asked.

“Shower here or there?”

“Show me your bathroom,” she said.

Jake, once they were both able to rise, gave her a tour of the old factory, both of them naked and barefoot. There were parts of it he’d finished with exacting taste, and other places, high-ceilinged rooms and dark hallways where the original concrete and the old brick still awaited attention. Three bathrooms had been finished, and Annabelle found one she liked and the two of them retired on Jake’s roomy bed, kissing but not making love again. Instead, the last act of the evening was mandated by insurance, Jake returning the girl’s feet to her shackles. It was the first time she’d slept bound that way, and it was not an entirely welcome change. But if this was required for her to have dinner and sleep with the famous Jake Halston, fine.

The alarm went off too early the next morning, Annabelle got to the bathroom first, shuffling in her chains, urinating with her face in her hands. Jake followed her, freeing her feet while she was still seated, offering her a kiss when she stood. They stayed naked for a quick breakfast of bagels and protein bars, and they took their coffee with them to their showers, and the groggy Annabelle put herself together to the best of her ability, kissing Jake when they passed through his bedroom, sharing a word or two with him by the coffee maker and when he put her chain back on, but saying little more before they were on the street again at 7:36.

“What do you think you’ll be doing today?” he asked as his big orange truck rumbled down the post-industrial block.

“Probably following up on yesterday’s work,” Annabelle said, her voice masking the excitement she could allow herself to feel only now that she was on her way back to the office. “What are you up to?”

“Looking for the next white whale.”

“White whale?” Annabelle echoed.

“A literary reference,” he said. “I’m looking for the next Metter. The first one dropped into my lap. I’m starting to realize how lucky I was.”

“Who are you—” Annabelle began.

“I’m in therapy,” he said.

“Okay,” she said evenly. “Mental therapy?”

“Yes, seeing a psychologist.”

“Do you want to say why?”

Jake snorted. “We can talk about that on our next date.”

“There will be a next date?” she asked.

“Up to you.”

“Yes, then,” she said. “I accept. I’ve really . . . you’ve been wonderful.”

Jake paused before he said his next words. “Truman Show Syndrome.”

“Huh?” Annabelle said.

“Have you seen the movie? Truman Show?”

“Oh, yeah,” she said. “The guy whose life they made a TV show out of.”

“I thought I was him.”

“You thought you were Truman?”

“No, I still thought I was Jake. But I thought my life was a show. Like his.”

“Okay, yeah,” Annabelle said. It was an odd confession, but not the oddest she’d ever heard.

“It happened to a lot of people, right after the movie came out,” Jake said. “So they made up a very obvious name for it. Truman Show Syndrome. It was guys, mostly guys, who thought they were in a show like that. A few months after I won the case, I watched it one night. And it fit. And so I believed.”

“How did it fit?” Annabelle asked.

“You go 18 months non-stop, barely sleep, barely eat, you only think one thing all the time, and then . . . and then you get it. You win the case. You’re done. Everyone celebrates. And it hit me right then. That night. The champagne was literally still flowing, I was literally holding the third glass of it in my hand, and it hits me—this is it. This is all there is. This is the best moment of my life, and everything else from now on is downhill. I don’t have a wife, I don’t have kids, I barely have a life, and now it’s all over.” Jake sighed. “Long story short, I spent five months in what my therapist calls self-generated crisis. There was no way to get out of it. Everything seemed hopeless. You know about impostor syndrome?”

“Sort of.”

“You turn all your accomplishments into failures. I didn’t really do that much. Anyone could have done it. In fact, done it better. And I knew everyone knew. They felt sorry for me, that’s why they were being so nice.”

“What about the magazine articles? The interviews?”

“They were all fooled, that’s what I thought. Or, they liked me because they were failures too. I’d watch movies all night, come into the office around noon, surf the web and pretend I was looking for a new case. The Truman Show saved me.”

“How?”

“It was the only thing that made sense. They wanted to make things interesting. They needed a new plot line to grow the audience. So they tossed me a case, everyone watched me almost kill myself over it, then I won and everyone watched that. I’m sure the ratings that day were huge. So that’s what it is. I’m in a show. And I’m bombing. You know? What am I doing? I turned in the best performance of my life, and now I’m a loser. I’ve got an audience to entertain. And that fixed me. That thought fixed me. Like, overnight. Be funny. Be interesting. Go to work and get the next case. I’m sure they’ll come up with something good. I just need to be ready for it. I just need to show energy, show I want to perform again. And people noticed I was doing better. They’d mention it. And that’s because that’s what the script told them to say, because they wanted me to keep going.”

“You’re saying it like you still believe it,” Annabelle said.

“I don’t believe it anymore,” he said, “but it’s still there, all the time. Like an addiction you’re still recovering from. Part of me sees everything through that filter. When Felicia said you’d asked for me, one part of my mind went there.”

“Went where?”

“New cast member.”

“New cast member?”

“Yes,” Jake said, laughing at himself before he continued. “I thought maybe you were a rockstar in the real world, or a famous actress, or maybe a nobody, but when the part opened up for a new girl at Dinnerstein MacCauley that I might find interesting, it was given to you. That’s how I used to think. That everything was being done for me, to see how I’d react.”

“How would me being a slave fit into things?”

“You want to know what I thought . . . or what I would have thought?”

“Sure.”

“They wanted a subject to spice things up. For the same reason a long-running series adds a kid, or a pet, or a long-lost brother.”

“I guess I would qualify as the new pet,” Annabelle joked, and she looked at Jake, and she expected him to laugh, but the eyes that met hers were tortured, anguished, longing, and she felt terribly sad for him.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I can relate, maybe. When I was growing up, I—”

“We’re running a little late,” Jake said, breaking hard at the light he’d almost beaten. “Straight to your room?”

“My room?” Annabelle said, looking dourly at the boy. “We’re not going to call it that, are we?”

“What should I call it then?”

“You tell me,” Annabelle said, trying to sound playful, trying to return to the lightness and hope she felt the night before. “What is it?”

“Your cell,” Jake said. “I forgot that’s what it’s been named.”

“Don’t stop there.”

“Cell,” Jake said ruminantly. “Jail cell.”

“Yes.”

“Prison cell. Prison.”

“Go on.”

“Cage,” he said. “Like a cage at the zoo.”

“You are redeeming yourself nicely,” she said.

“Cage,” he said. “I can’t think of anything worse than that. Or kennel, maybe. Dog kennel.”

“Thank you,” Annabelle said. “I didn’t want to start the day with euphemisms.”

Jake, driving the last block toward the offices, was staring straight ahead, his jaw clenched, his knuckles white on the steering wheel. Annabelle considered asking him if he was okay, decided against it. It’s always the great ones who have the least reason to suffer, and who suffer the most.

Jake didn’t kiss her at her cell door, nor did she expect him to. They had taken care of a personal thing together last night, and it was done and it was back to work for both of them, and chances are, she’d be doing the same thing for others before Jake took her out again. An office kiss implied a closeness that wasn’t there. Instead, as they passed down the short hall to her cell, he put his hand on her shoulder, ever so lightly, just a touch, a brief connection, a thank you. And after he’d locked her up, she sensed the same tenderness as he reached through the bars to remove her shackles.

Annabelle had just finished putting her things away and was touching up before her bathroom mirror when she heard someone cough, and she whirled.

“Hello, Mr. Shafer,” she said, stepping to her door.

“Good morning, Annabelle,” he said, his large frame filling the doorway, and he was beaming at her the way he always did. “Call me Albert, please.”

“Sure,” she said, heart in her throat as she stopped at the bars. “I hope you got my report?”

“I did,” he said, still smiling.

“And?” she prompted.

“Just completely wrong,” he said with a broad grin. “Can you meet with me and Fritz at 9?”

“Of course,” Annabelle said, wrapping her hand around the nearest bar to steady herself. “Thank you,” she added to his departing form.

“Oh, uh . . .” she said, but he was already gone. She could be there if someone let her out, she wanted to say. If no one came for her, she’d be stuck here. In her prison. Her cage. Her dog kennel.




Chapter 13: With the Partners

It would have been better if Albert Shafer had reached through the bars, grabbed the lapels of Annabelle’s designer blazer, and pulled her until her giant, hideous mouth was up against the cold steel, the bars clanging against her teeth. It would have been better if he’d unlocked her door, walked in and spanked her, as had been done to her on rare occasions at the university and never hurt for more than a few minutes. She was not a violent person and had experienced very little of it herself, but that’s where her mind went now, so desperate was she for something to feel other than crushing professional devastation.

She’d given them her best work, the product of 24 years of determination, ambition, achievement, leadership, academic excellence. The paper she’d turned in was not just her best work. It was the culmination of all she was. It was her.

And it wasn’t just wrong, flawed, a little misguided. It was completely wrong. Meaning Annabelle Tillman was the same thing.

Please someone, come in here and beat me. Make me scream. Light the building on fire and forget I’m here and that’ll be it. Maybe one of those wrecking ball things will show up—clerical error or something—and start smashing this building down, starting with my cell. Anything but spending the next hour with this knowledge of complete failure, the next hour waiting for a horror meeting in which each of my shortcomings will be thoroughly delineated.

She thought about going to her laptop and wailing to Aubrey, but Aubrey probably wouldn’t be there and that would just make it worse. She could go into her bathroom, shut her door, cry, and then reapply her makeup. At last she settled on the most painful but most constructive thing, opening up her report and trying to understand where she’d gone wrong. There was no spring in her step, however, as she moved from her door to her PC, and she sat slowly and tapped the power button almost robotically, moved her hands trancelike over her keyboard, and as the document was opening, she sighed, leaned forward, and pressed her hands together between her thighs, letting her fingers bathe in the wool of a designer business skirt that she didn’t deserve. Briefly, she thought about undressing, showing up for the 9 a.m. meeting naked. But no, she might see it as contrition, but it would probably be seen as something else. And Jake would hear about it. What would he think?

Sorry, darling, your reckoning, your crucifixion, will be conducted with your clothes completely on.

Annabelle squinted at the screen, reading her words again. No, this was not bad. Maybe a little dramatic in places, and maybe she waxed a little strident when she talked about the merger’s potential, but no, it wasn’t completely wrong.

She went back to Mezage, wondering if she’d accidentally sent an early draft, a corrupted file. No, it was the right document. And wrong as it might be, reading it helped, brought her back to that long ago afternoon, yesterday. Before Jake.

What was bothering him? Was his best work already behind him? That would hurt, to think that. Maybe even worse than finding out your first work was terrible.

“Annabelle?” someone said, and Annabelle turned slowly, as if being summoned to her execution, stood and went to the door where the high school intern Demetrius was waiting for her, keys and chain in hand.

“You’re taking me to the meeting?” she asked. Her PC said 8:35. He was early.

“Yes, Ma’am,” he replied.

Five minutes later, shackled and marched up to the executive floor, Annabelle found herself not in the conference room with Shafer and Kantor, but in a chair across the desk from Felicia.

“So how are you doing so far?” Felicia asked.

In what way? Annabelle wanted to ask, because after 24 hours in her role, things had become decidedly mixed. But after a moment’s consideration, she opted for the simplest answer: “Good. Really good.”

“Jake brought your keys back a few minutes ago,” Felicia said. “So you got to spend some time with him?”

“I did,” Annabelle said, adding with a sudden, unexpected enthusiasm, “we had the nicest dinner, and he gave me a tour of his house. You know it’s an old factory?”

“Yes,” Felicia said with a laugh.

“And we talked about Metter. I learned a lot, and I . . . I had fun too.”

“Good,” Felicia said. “So this is something you’d like to keep doing?”

“I would,” Annabelle replied, nodding while a knot insinuated itself within her viscera, because the implications of the question were instant and tragic: You might be a terrible intern, a girl with no future as a lawyer, an attorney wannabe who took less than a day to convince our top partners of your incompetence. But we’d like you to keep having sex with us. You’re probably good at that.

We’re done with your brain, but your pussy amuses us.

“Okay,” Felicia said briskly, “Fritz and Albert said to bring you before 9 if possible, I think they’re waiting.”

“Okay,” Annabelle said, rising and trying her best to look eager.

Like the day before, the men were sitting at the head of the table, facing each other and peering at their laptops. Neither looked up, so Annabelle pulled out the same chair she’d sat in the day before, and waited with growing dread.

Shafer was the first to speak.

“So tell us what you learned,” he said, turning his ever-present grin toward her.

“Sure,” Annabelle said, looking at the men with a frozen smile. “I did see . .  I did see a lot of potential with the merger. But I’m, well . . . I understand it wasn’t what you were looking for? And I’m sorry I—”

“Huh?” Kantor said, looking at Shafer.

“You didn’t read her analysis?” Shafer said.

“Was going to get to it today,” Kantor said. “What did she write?”

Shafer shrugged and turned to Annabelle. “What was wrong with it?”

“Oh, well . . .” Annabelle stammered. “I just thought, well, this morning, when you stopped by my, my ca—my, my room, you weren’t—”

“That’s right,” Shafer said. “You didn’t ask to speak to anyone.”

“Pardon me?”

“For a project like that, you’d want to speak to someone at Makikomu,” Kantor said.

“Makikomu,” Annabelle echoed, utterly lost.

“They’re the VirtuaText subsidiary that drives hostile takeovers,” Shafer said.

“Oh,” Annabelle said. “I didn’t know . . .”

“You didn’t give her the file?” Kantor said.

“I thought you did,” Shafer said.

“I would have if she’d asked for it,” Kantor said with a laugh before he turned to Annabelle. “You should have asked for the file.”

“Yes,” Annabelle agreed, finding a strange comfort in the details of how she’d fallen short. There was a file she should have asked for. Of course there was a file. And there were people named in that file she needed to talk to. Of course. “I’m sorry I didn’t—”

“Let’s pick up where we left off,” Shafer said. “Oh, and make sure to read her paper. There were some good things in it.”

“Will do,” Kantor agreed.

For the next four hours, Annabelle’s mind followed two tracks. The first track absorbed everything she could about Virtuatext, EdgeVerse, and the vast and complex potentialities of their union, along with all the players involved. The second preoccupied itself with nuance—what Shafer really meant when he told her her report was wrong, what the men were thinking now, how she could redeem herself, or if she really needed to.

It wasn’t until she was shuffling off to lunch with them, at an Indian place two blocks away, that she achieved Zen.

Accept. Of course I didn’t write a great analysis on my first day. Nor was it expected. They just wanted to give me something to do. They were expecting nothing, and Albert Shafer wasn’t being cruel when he said it was completely wrong, just being honest, because it was, and it couldn’t be otherwise. He probably wasn’t even trying to be cruel. It was like they’d asked me to build a car by 5 yesterday, and I’d built a toy wagon. Completely wrong. Of course it was. I’m not here to achieve and contribute. I’m here to learn. And next time, I will ask for a file. Next time, I will ask for names and numbers. What happened had to happen. But it won’t happen again.

The lunchroom ambience was passing, a sort of Indian lite, with stock pictures on the wall of things vaguely evocative of India, but the food was good, even if it was served on plastic plates on orange trays. The conversation stood out to Annabelle, though, as the way people at this level talked, and she needed to get used to it, to follow it now, match the pace and, eventually, lead.

“You got good grades, how?” Kantor asked her as soon as the plates had been set down.

“Just focusing on the subject matter,” Annabelle said.

“No,” Shafer said, “what he means is native smarts or work ethic?”

“Both,” Annabelle shot back. “I get things the first time I hear them, usually. But I spent a lot of time hitting the—”

“You didn’t have the distractions of the average college student,” Shafer said.

“Not necessarily true,” Annabelle said, quickly evaluating her next options before she settled on the most open, the least euphemistic. “Curfew at 9, but in our residence hall, things were very liberated. Everyone was naked and you could do anything you wanted with them.”

Shafer and Kantor looked at each other in surprise, either sincere or mock Annabelle couldn’t tell and didn’t care.

“Was there liquor?” Kantor asked.

“Not at all, wasn’t allowed,” Annabelle said.

“One knocks you out, one wakes you up,” Shafer observed wryly. “I think the average college kid would do better with unlimited alcohol than unlimited . . .” his voice trailed off. “So you think Virtuatext should buy EdgeVerse?”

“I do,” Annabelle said. “With reservation. I need to see the file.”

“And then you’ll tell them so?”

“Yes.”

“You like mergers and acquisitions?”

“I fell in love with it yesterday.”

“You’re on the team for as long as you like,” Shafer said. “You like money?”

“I’m not opposed to making money, but it all goes to my owner.”

“He’s nice?”

“He is. He raised me. He and his wife, she’s an owner too. And my mother. Basically three parents.”

“You like being raised that way?”

“It’s all I knew. But I keep finding out that a lot of free people had it much worse.”

“You get some of it, right?”

“Money? Yeah, I guess, but I don’t really need it. I’ve always been given what I asked for.”

“They dress you well,” Kantor observed.

“I dress myself.”

“You dress yourself better than half the girls at the office.”

“More like 75 percent,” Shafer said. “Fifty word max, what are you going to tell Virtuatext about buying EdgeVerse?”

“Knowing what you know now,” Kantor added.

Annabelle allowed herself only the briefest of pauses. “If you can overcome the designer’s made-in-America stipulations and you pay five percent over market, you can recover the investment in six to 18 months.”

“How much should we pay to overcome designer objections?” Shafer asked.

“No idea.”

“Good answer, three million per,” Kantor said. “That’s in the file.”

Annabelle allowed herself one more bout of self-reproachment before she reminded herself that she was supposed to be learning. “How do you know that?”

“We just do,” Shafer said. “Three million to sign a sheet of paper. No one would turn that down.”

“But the designers—”

“Half of them are dead, or retired,” Kantor said, “and their estates are run by very practical people. And the rest, well . . . three million. How was Jake last night?”

“Jake,” Annabelle echoed, pausing for a moment while she adjusted to a particularly jarring transition. “I had a lovely time. Dinner at Emerson’s, and—”

“He took you home, right?”

“Yes, the old factory,” Annabelle said. “Somehow, I sort of expected something like that.”

“He needs a new case,” Kantor said.

“He told me about that,” Annabelle said.

“He worked you over?” Shafer asked.

“You mean, did he fuck me?”

“Not just that,” Kantor said.

“Yes,” Annabelle said. “Very thorough. He knows what he’s doing. One of the better male partners I’ve had.”

Shafer and Kantor looked grimly at each other, some concern passing between them that didn’t need to be voiced.

“What’s next?” Annabelle said.

“We give you the file,” Shafer said. “There are some questions in there that need answering.”

“And we present in two weeks,” Kantor said. “Probably in person. You’ll go.”

“Are the logistics worked out?” Annabelle asked, punctuating the question unintentionally when she angled her left foot up and dropped it, her chain rattling audibly against the tiled floor.

“That’ll be your job,” Shafer said. “You call your insurance company, and Fujimori is the go to for the visit.”

“Where is it happening?”

“Osaka,” Shafer replied. “You have a passport, right?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve done some international travel?” Kantor asked.

“A little,” Annabelle replied. “Paris, Cape Town, Prague.” She smiled wanly, pulled pomegranate juice through her straw, and fought to keep her lunch down.




Chapter 14: An Important Day

“Miss Annabear?” said the nude Japanese girl, with exquisite softness, crouching next to Annebelle’s bed in the sprawling subject room. “Miss Annabear?”

Annabelle rolled over, breathed in, opened her eyes, took in the girl’s presence and her urgent expression. After two days in Japan, things like this were beginning to seem normal. “Yeah?”

“Someone want talk to you, Miss Annabear.”

“Who?” Annabelle asked, sitting up, sighing, pulling out her earplugs, rubbing her face and looking down at her black pubic hair. Everything she’d brought with her on the trip, including bras and panties, was kept somewhere else when she was confined to this room.

“He tare name,” the girl said apologetically, covering her mouth and laughing at her own ignorance. “I can say it.”

Can’t say it, Annabelle thought to herself, rising and looking at the large clock that presided over the wall to her right. 4:53 a.m.

“Was he American?” Annabelle asked. “Older?”

“Amelica,” the girl said, nodding furiously, and she pointed to the far wall. “Flee.”

Annabelle had practical reasons for wanting to know who had asked for her, because she’d be talking to him naked, and that could affect the different men here in different ways. She’d been with both Kantor and Shafer, of course, once each, Kantor taking her in a businesslike way, his erection a little late in coming but once it arrived, used proficiently. Shafer was less organized, bringing her to a Denver hotel room, probably without his wife’s knowledge, and making more of an emotional production of things than he’d needed to. He wasn’t used to sex outside marriage, Annabelle suspected, and having a twentysomething girl at his disposal seemed to move him strongly enough that, at least once after they’d coupled, his wet eyes suggested he was on the verge of weeping.

So Annabelle hoped it was Kantor. She didn’t know what she’d do with a weepy senior partner on the morning of their biggest meeting.

The meeting would be held on the 42nd floor—the top floor—of the Shinpo building in downtown Osaka, the same place where Annabelle was confined. In the second basement down, as in many Japanese skyscrapers, space had been carved out for the keeping of human property. There were 25 beds in the female section, in five rows and five columns, with a half dozen screened showers along one wall, a half dozen toilets and sinks behind doors along the adjacent wall, and tables for dining, and reading from a bookcase stocked with a decent selection of magazines, novels, books on professional and scientific matters, some in English.

Everything was secure, controlled, Japanese. The entry cage featured two doors. Pass through the first from the hallway, wait for it to be locked, get restraints removed, strip, and hand everything to whoever was responsible for you, be let through the second door, find your bed, and abide. Or sleep, most likely. Things ran late in Osaka, and started early, and Annabelle found herself relishing her arrival to confinement here.

It was not a hotel room. It was not nearly as nice as her cell at Dinnerstein MacCauley. But Annabelle had decided to liken it to the youth hostels she knew they had in Europe, where communal living is a necessary, even preferred, aspect of the adventure.

Along the front wall of the female subject quarters, next to the entry cage, three numbered meeting cages had been set up, black stencils reading 1, 2, 3, where the captives could meet in secure privacy with whoever needed an audience. The girl who slept in the bed closest to the entry, and whose purposes included managing the space overnight, had directed Annabelle to the third (“flee,” she’d called it) meeting cage, so Annabelle picked her way through the half-light between the beds, most of them occupied by girls of both eclectic race and purpose. Here slept Donna, blonde and Californian and unsuccessful in movies, bought by a Japanese businessman as a token of his success, but stored here when he traveled; on the bed beside hers was Priti, born beautiful but into desperate poverty in India; and then Darlene, the Mississippi Black girl bought by a local family who seemed to believe they were rescuing someone from Jim Crow oppression (it was oppression, but of the modern, debt-based variety; she couldn’t pay off her nursing school loans) but didn’t have the room for her in their tiny apartment and kept her here most nights. The Japanese girls kept mostly to themselves, congregating in a dozen beds in one corner of the room, but Annabelle had been told most of them belonged to a profession pronounced roughly as kanojokarishi-something, which meant they could be rented as girlfriends.

Annabelle pulled open the third door, saw with mild misgiving that Shafer was standing on the other side of the bars, huge and smiling. She entered the cage and pulled the door closed behind her.

“Hey, Al,” she said. “Up early.”

“Sorry, sorry,” he said through his ever-present grin. “I woke up and thought of something to worry about.”

“Let me ease your fears,” she quipped, wondering briefly about her condition, if there was sleep in her eyes, if her hair had clumped to one side, if her breath was bad. But then, Shafer had already seen her in this condition, if not worse, waking up disheveled in every possible place, including between her legs. And he was no better off at present: bed hair, a t-shirt, flimsy shorts, leather sandals and thick gray socks (where did the man shop, Thread Barn?).

His eyes flickered briefly along her length, but Annabelle detected no vulnerability, no oh-my-god-you’re-beautiful-and-such-a-sweet-fuck melancholia at the moment. But if there had been, she was ready to deal with it. She was, in fact, entirely comfortable here, standing in a cage and speaking naked to one of the top partners at the law firm where she was a lowly intern. Having sex with these people made all the difference.

No, not having sex with them, having subject sex with them, that’s what changed things. Any free girl could sneak her body into some top exec’s bed at any law firm, any big corporation or government office, and that’s what it would be—furtive, hidden, dangerous. She might ask for favors, and he might have to deliver. For subjects, this was simply an additional feature, something to be enjoyed without any need for professional secrecy, shame, or further transaction (or a little secrecy, on Shafer’s part, Annabelle wasn’t sure). Maybe the difference was that attachment was impossible. The girl could not get married, could not even serve as a reliable significant other, and the unlikely occurrence of pregnancy was entirely her owner’s to deal with, to terminate or bring to profitable fruition as he or she or they saw fit.

“Can you back up your market cap figures?” he asked. “I don’t want to get caught flat-footed if they ask me where they came from.”

“You’ve got the spreadsheet with all the formulae if you want to check my math, but I was pretty thorough, and I checked everything seven ways,” Annabelle replied, grabbing the bars before her to emphasize her confidence. “I looked at the official estimates, and we’re not far off from those, but I found some private preferred stock at EdgeVerse, and I adjusted Virtuatext’s potential cap up 5 percent because that’s what the average hostile takeover announcement does.”

Shafer’s smile was one of gratitude now.

“How are they treating you?” he asked, nodding toward the door behind her.

“I have everything I need,” she said. “Definitely not lonely.”

“How many other girls?”

“Something like 20,” Annabelle said.

“Any snorers?”

“A few,” she replied. “I wear ear plugs.”

“Get some more sleep if you can,” he said. “Big day today.”

“Yes, sir,” Annabelle said with feigned formality, because they were way beyond that.

“Hey, one other thing,” Shafer said, smile wavering for the first time.

“Yeah?”

“There’s been some questions asked,” he said, “about you.”

“Yeah?” Annabelle asked again.

“If things go well today,” he said, “and I believe they will, we’ll be doing a little post-meeting party tonight.”

“Okay,” Annabelle said.

“And you’d be expected, of course, as part of the team,” he continued, biting his lip with what looked distinctly to Annabelle like discomfort. “But that was what the questions were about. This being Japan. And they wanted to know if you’d, well . . . if you’d want to . . .”

“I can’t be unrestrained,” Annabelle warned.

“That’s understood.”

“Okay,” she said with the second half of her answer, “my period doesn’t start for another week.”

Shafer grinned and held his fist up to the bars, and she made her own fist and bumped, and she wasn’t remotely surprised, because this is how these sorts of things went.

~ ~ ~

The presentation itself was virtually a non-event, because they’d spent two weeks preparing for every contingency, as was the habit at Dinnerstein MacCauley.

Annabelle sat in a chair against the wall in her best black suit, handcuffed in front and feet shackled per insurance terms, her PC on her lap, and she stood and bowed when she was introduced, and stood and bowed three more times, twice to answer technical questions and once, at the end, when Makikomu Acquisitions Principal Mr. Fujimori thanked her by name for her contributions.

Full speed ahead was the consensus, the announcement drafted and quintuple checked and scheduled for distribution at 9 the next morning New York time, and the rest of the conversation concerned where they would go first for drinks, which two or three of Osaka’s finest restaurants they would visit for sushi and more drinks, and which late night salon they would rent out for the evening’s finalities. Annabelle received an unexpected focus at this point, because she was the only member of the celebration party who would have to wear chains, and for whom nudity was an option, and after a lengthy back and forth, hampered somewhat by the dual challenges of language and cultural sensitivities, it was agreed that Annabelle would be returned to subject quarters for an hour of rest, but would be retrieved promptly at 4:30, and would be restrained as required throughout the evening’s goings on, and would be naked.

Back in her lodgings, Annabelle set her head on her pillow for 15 heart-thumping, opposite-of-rest minutes, and her blood was still pumping when she rose, went to the bathroom and prepared for her role in things.

She was not, contrary to what any reasonable observer would believe, excited about the likelihood her vagina would serve as a point of interest tonight. Yes, she’d be penetrated there, probably many times, probably elsewhere too. But none of this was any more deserving of apprehension than a night of dancing. It was instead the performance she’d already fulfilled that had her stirred up. She’d done well, answered questions succinctly and accurately, and most importantly won approving grins from both Kantor and Shafer during the meeting, quick side hugs afterward.

If every slave girl in America could see me now, she marveled as she gripped the sink and studied the contours of her face and her giant mouth. If every free girl in America could see me now.

I am 24 years old and I have had a day.

Her hands trembled as she applied the expected amount of disposable shadow and liner and kohl to her eyes, a ridiculous quantity, required of any girl who hoped to have (or be) an adventure in the nighttime cities of Japan, and she did not stop painting herself until the average raccoon would mistake her for one of their own.

Next came disposable lipstick, hard red, a perfect contrast to her fair skin and black hair, and designed for discreet storage and retrieval whenever a reapplication was required and one was nude and sans purse. The stick itself was encased in a short plastic cartridge, pointed at one end, looped at the other, for discreet storage. It was a Japanese innovation Annabelle had never heard of but thought sensible, although she found the English instructions on the packaging mildly disconcerting:

	Put Beautiful Lipstick on your lip and then close tight 
	Press Beautiful Lipstick up your vagina hole or anus hole don’t worry it safe to do 
	Use your mouth for your drinking fooding or love giving 
	Say you need go bathroom after eat or drink or mouth love 
	Take out from vagina hole or anus hole the Beautiful Lipstick. It easy just grab loop 
	Wash thoroughly the Beautiful Lipstick with soap and only cold water. Wash hand too. 
	Put on more Beautiful Lipstick and return to your Beauty. No one know why you so Beautiful you just are! 
	Press Beautiful Lipstick up your vagina hole or anus hole again don’t worry it safe to do as many times as you need to be Beautiful tonight 
	Can you make love with your vagina hole or anus hole when Beautiful Lipstick in there? Probably not, better take it out 
	Use only one night Beautiful Lipstick then you trash very recommended 


Annabelle applied a thick coating to her mouth, wondered how long it would last, screwed the cartridge closed until it clicked, slipped it up her vagina, and squeezed her walls around it. Satisfied it would not slip out under the force of gravity or her own muscle tone, she reached between her lips to find the loop, pulled the item out and pushed it back in and, convinced of the soundness of the concept in an American sex organ, she returned to studying her face carefully.

From the day almost beyond her adult memory that a cruel comment had first alerted her to the inordinate size of her mouth, she had worked to make peace with that part of her anatomy. But even now she struggled, because certain shades of red—and this was one of them—created the illusion of epic, almost non-mammalian volume. But it had never hindered her—scholastically, professionally, socially, sexually—and so she smiled at her reflection, slipped out the door, checked the clock—4:37—and waited at the cage to be chained and brought out for a night of very Japanese celebration.




Chapter 15: Into the Night

Annabelle Tillman’s legal internship experience, four weeks in, might best be described as a singularity.

At the moment, seven Japanese men, three Japanese women, two American men, and one Croatian man were standing around her, and all who could speak Japanese were doing so, in an energetic way. At issue was where first to go for celebratory drinks, and the special point of consideration was Annabelle, law intern, American subject, and naked female with both feet and hands joined by secure but comfortable lengths of chain.

One does not, as it turns out, simply wander into whatever place is most convenient when you have someone like Annabelle among your retinue. Much must be considered, weighed, sifted. The places most popular among American tourists frowned on the presence of naked girls, for example, and bringing them in chained wasn’t known to assuage things. Some establishments were too small to fit a crowd of 14. Some were too big and noisy for a celebratory first drink. Some were too far away to be walked to comfortably by the barefoot Annabelle. But then, there were also socio/political/commercial concerns at work, all so nuanced they would be inscrutable to any but the Japanese. Who would see them with this girl? What would they conclude? Would being seen in the company of a naked, chained, obviously young American woman contribute to their respect, social standing, further business prospects? Which of the many drinking establishments they might visit were most likely to be host to the right kinds of peers and ranking imbibers? While the Japanese men debated among themselves, one of their female assistants, Hisayo, sidled over to Annabelle.

“How do you find the weather in America?” she asked, her pronunciation very good, the question so banal Annabelle suspected the girl simply wanted to work on her English.

“It depends on where you are,” Annabelle replied. “On any given day, it can be freezing, or at least really cold, in one place, and hot somewhere else.”

Hisayo nodded with amazement at the answer, eyes wide, smile revealing professionally whitened teeth. “It is very big in America, yes?”

“It is,” Annabelle said. “Thousands of miles across. I think three thousand east-west, and maybe close to two thousand north to south.”

“Oh!” Hisayo said, covering her mouth as she processed information that seemed to be completely new to her. “You must get very cold there, if you have to be in the naked sometime.”

“No,” Annabelle gently corrected, “we wear coats when it’s cold, just like anyone else.”

“But don’t the man say be naked, for the bumping?”

Annabelle smiled at the girl while she worked through the meaning. Bumping? Was that the girl’s own invention, because she hadn’t learned any of the English words for sex yet? And was this the true point of the conversation, to find out about sex? Or was this a veiled insult of some kind? Annabelle looked into the girl’s earnest, inquisitive face, and decided the question was sincere and deserved a sincere answer. Not that it mattered. Annabelle had been insulted so many times because of what she was it was all just background noise for her.

“No,” she said, “because if it’s cold, the man wouldn’t want to do it either, so we do it inside when it’s cold.”

“Ahh,” Hisayo said, and she dropped one hand to her pelvis, wrapping her fingers around an imaginary male organ. “But don’t the man just stick himself out his coat for you?”

“It could happen,” Annabelle said, smiling indulgently and trying not to laugh, “but it never has. The man wants his clothes off too, usually. But if he wanted to do it like that, I would complain to him about being too cold.”

Hisayo nodded, something shifted subtly in her demeanor, and she seemed to be waiting now, for some new revelation, or maybe a question.

“But maybe in Japan . . .” Annabelle began tentatively, “you do it that way, when it’s cold, you . . .”

She let her voice trail off, because there was no way she could think of to finish the sentence without saying something problematic. But she’d said enough, apparently. Hisayo’s eyes went soft, almost pleading, and she grabbed Annabelle’s upper arm and spoke a pidgin of her own invention, English and Japanese spilling out unevenly and incomprehensibly. She seemed to be describing something, some aspect of sexual practice in Japan possibly, but all her meaning was lost, to Annabelle’s great disappointment. Her interest in the meaning was more than morbid curiosity, it should be said. She was most likely going to be penetrated by at least a few of the Japanese men later tonight, and some inkling of what to expect would have been helpful.

“Sheekyonoatchi!” one of the men shouted, and Annabelle looked at the group, who were all nodding in agreement and saying the same thing, and they turned and headed up the street, and everyone else followed, and Annabelle fell into step as well, the pace mercifully slow.

“Think you can handle two blocks?” Shafer said, pulling up so closely beside her their shoulders touched.

“I’m a lot more worried about how much I’m supposed to drink,” she said.

“Fake it,” Shafer advised. “Nurse whatever they hand you. Pour it out if no one’s looking. Unless you want to get completely shit-faced, that is. And you have our permission. You’ve earned it.”

“I actually don’t plan to,” Annabelle said, drawing a laugh from the cheerful man. “I’ll be on the clock until the very end.”

“You’re okay with that?” he asked.

“I’m good,” she said. “A little nervous, though.”

“What about?”

“Well, I don’t know,” Annabelle said. “How they do it, I guess.”

“Same as we do it, I think,” Shafer said with another burst of laughter.

“The devil’s in the details,” Annabelle said. “Just like in law.”

The 45-story Kaizen building in downtown Osaka featured at least one peculiar convention: notches cut out on alternating sides every 10 stories. To an American observer, the notches looked from certain angles like those made into a tree by someone swinging an axe methodically but without any comprehensible effect. Looked at from within the building, however, each notch was something else altogether, an open-air wedge of terraces, stairways, gardens and gazebos where one could meet with peers, dine in highest fashion, or drink. The bar that people were calling Sheekyonoatchi held forth at the highest notch, on the 39th floor, and Annabelle took it all in with a sense of, once again, having accomplished something.

As it turned out, the right people were here, and the seven Japanese men guiding things procured drinks quickly, something light and fruity, before they networked.

The first target was three men sitting at a low table at the edge of the terrace, their backs to the skyline. Mr. Fujimori strode up to them with confidence, they stood to greet him, all bowed and spoke rapid Japanese and laughed, and then began the introductions, with the Americans going first. Annabelle watched as Fritz Kantor bowed at 30 degrees, hands at his sides, drink clutched discreetly in one, and Albert Shafer did the same thing, each receiving a reciprocal bow at the same angle. No handshakes here. Mr. Fujimori motioned Annabelle to step up, and she did so with a sudden misgiving, because she didn’t know who these men were, what they could offer, or what was expected of someone in her condition. Nor could she put her bound hands at her sides. So she clutched her drink with both hands just above her black triangle of pubic hair, and bowed as deeply as she could manage, straightened and stepped back, sensing approval. Mr. Fujimori’s Japanese colleagues were introduced next, and then the three Japanese girls and the Croatian.

Only after the introductions were complete did Annabelle glean the three men’s business—fiber optics, a field at present rife with merger talk—as the conversation was translated for the benefit of the Americans.

Annabelle sipped her drink cautiously, although it didn’t taste strong, and listened to the exchange, which didn’t seem to have much to offer her either. Instead, she lost herself for a time in the undefinable eroticism here. She hadn’t grown up naked, and only after she’d gotten to college did nudity become a habit, but then only in the subject dormitory or the privacy of her lovers’ bedrooms. So open nudity, at a bar like this, in a city like this, was a novelty. A comfortable novelty, it should be said. She had gradually made peace with her body through the years, and while she remained aware of all its flaws—her vast mouth, of course, a rear that could have been a little fuller, breasts that were not completely even, hair that didn’t always conform to her desires—these things were without impact on what mattered. She got all the intimacy she wanted, her quality of life remained ridiculously high by both historic and global standards, and she had found many ways to be herself, to live a life of the mind and personality where the body was completely irrelevant. So there was nothing to regret here, nor would there have been had her body borne many more flaws; she could concentrate on the message, and she knew the messages broadcast by a single naked female—whatever her condition—at a high-rise bar in Osaka among the clothed were rich and varied. She didn’t have a sense of being leered at, but she knew she’d been noticed, probably by everyone at some point, and she knew her very skin was speaking, as were all of her other adornments, her breasts and nipples, her pubic hair and the slit of her pleasure organ and, should she bow deeply enough, her anus.

Here is woman, in all her essence, seen but not ogled, collared and chained but not demeaned, sexual and sexually desirable and doubtless used for sex but not being used now, sipping a drink like the rest of her party, tending to the conversation before her, smiling at the jokes she understood, nodding at the points that made sense while those around her all played their own roles, rendering normal this most extraordinary of tableaus. And did this not say something profound about the human race that no other thing could? A naked dancer on a stage said one thing. The only female at an orgy said another, important thing. But was this not a new message, that given sufficient time, our species could arrive at this pinnacle of being, where a member of the fairer half of our kind could be stripped and chained and paraded and yet remain fearless as she pulled into her mouth a rose-colored cocktail of vodka, select fruits and whole cherries, beneath a rainbow-hued paper umbrella?

And so it went as they ambled from bar to bar over the next three hours, erotic but not in a vagina-wetting way, more in a cultural sense, and Annabelle observed and held her own in the drink department, nursing her libations strategically, slowing down when she felt the shadow of a buzz, and conversing gamely with all who spoke to her, American or otherwise.

“We think you from Wyoming,” said Satoshi, one of the younger of the seven Japanese men, as he handed her what looked like a gin blossom.

She held up her drink with both hands to him, the chain swinging beneath her wrists, and he looked at her with uncertainty until she said “cheers”, at which point they clinked glasses.

“I’m from Colorado,” she said, voice raised above the steady drone of voices and American pop.

“Where Colorado?” he asked, either because he wanted to work on his English, or it was his turn to play at normalcy with the naked slave girl in chains.

“It’s near Wyoming,” she said. “It’s in the same region of America.”

He nodded, looking astounded by this revelation.

“You have pet?”

“Pets?” Annabelle asked. “You mean like a cat or dog?”

He nodded uncertainly.

“Not right now,” she said, continuing slowly but guessing he wouldn’t understand her words at any speed, and it didn’t matter. “When I was growing up, we had cats. You know, cats? Meow?”

“Meow,” Satoshi agreed.

“And dogs. Dogs. Woof woof?”

“Woof woof.”

“My mother was a cat person, so she’d feed any strays and let them move in if they wanted to. And my owners, Randy and Marlena, my owners, they liked dogs. So we had dogs too. Like, two.”

The man bowed while he thought up his next question, and Annabelle bowed too, because why not?

“How much school you have?” he asked.

“One more year of law school,” she said. “In Colorado. It’s where I went to undergrad too. University of Colorado.”

Satoshi smiled awkwardly and looked at her right shoulder, and while he was trying to come up with another question, the Japanese girl named Kimora sidled up to him and spoke in a way that made it clear to Annabelle they were involved in some way beyond the professional, and after a few quick words back and forth in Japanese, she turned her smiling attention to Annabelle, but something in her gaze suggested she was not entirely pleased with Annabelle’s presence.

“You be our nyotaimori?” she asked.

“Nyotaimori?” Annabelle echoed, her struggles with the pronunciation amusing both male and female.

Kimora reached out her hand, fingers positioned as though holding a pair of chopsticks, which she seemed to be using to pluck imaginary food from Annabelle’s left nipple, and Annabelle looked down to make sure there wasn’t something there that shouldn’t be, and for good measure she reached up to check her face for foreign matter, but there didn’t seem to be anything there either, and Kimora and Satoshi both seemed to be fighting the urge to laugh.

“Nyotaimori,” Kimora said. “All so very good.”

“It will be,” Annabelle agreed, and while the two were conversing between themselves again, Albert Shafer rescued her, smiling and putting an arm around her shoulders and confirming, with the way he swayed against her, that he was well into a night of celebration. But his next words did nothing to ease her consternation.

“How you holding up, ‘belle?” he asked.

“Fantastic,” she said sincerely, because there’s nowhere else in the world she’d rather have been than here at this moment.

“They’re talking about nyotaimori,” he said, arm still tight around her shoulder. “On you.”

“Oh me?” Annabelle echoed.

“Do you know what it is?”

“I’m still in the dark on that.”

“It’s—”

Fujimori shouted something, the other Japanese men shouted the same thing, Annabelle set down her drink with just a few sips gone, and the group marched out of the last of their select drinking establishments; this one had been appointed with World War II era American military refuse, much of it damaged, including the jeep hanging upside down from the ceiling with its door missing and three tires gone, and Annabelle didn’t understand the theme and didn’t think she’d miss the place.

It was dark outside, the temperature was falling, she was hungry, her chains were starting to get uncomfortable, and drinking on an empty stomach for three hours was troubling her in ways that weren’t drunkenness exactly, but weren’t complete sobriety either.

Compounding her challenges, their selected dinner spot was a good three blocks away, and everyone was exhibiting the deterioration brought about by liquor, meaning sometimes someone ran ahead to be funny, people stopped, people nudged each other in ways that made them bump into her, and no one seemed as concerned as they had been earlier in the evening about her special situation.

And she still didn’t know what nyotaimori meant. But in the elevator to the 49th floor of the Itsakhona building, Fritz cast a dazed expression at her and asked brightly, “So, Anna B, ready to be the main course?”

Fujimori was the first to laugh, and when he provided a translation for the rest of his colleagues, they all laughed too. Hysterically. Men and women. The large elevator was, in fact, reverberating with the laughter, a spike of drunken mirth almost violent in its intensity. Fritz looked at Annabelle with faux-sheepishness, looked at the Japanese occupants of the car with an embarrassed shrug, and Annabelle smiled and did her best to play along. But when the door opened to the restaurant on the 49th floor, all laughter ceased, smiles vanished, and the group moved with solemnity into a space with a Shinto shrine vibe, thick timbers over the doors, the music of rushing water ringing from two fountains, artificial cherry branches overhead festooned with silk blossoms.

Not a word was spoken as a geisha appeared from an inner doorway, her swishing, floor-length robe of floral pink and black making the only sound in the room, and she pointed to a small wooden cart, and everyone, starting with the Japanese men, removed their shoes and dropped them into it before she led them all through a different door and into a private dining room lined with tapestries, hung with the swords and the breastplates of forgotten samurais, and equipped with a half-dozen liquor-laden tables that had been pushed against the walls. Oddly, while French provincial chairs of antique white and blue silk had been set between the liquor tables, there was no main table here, nothing in the middle of the room for people to sit at.

The geisha slipped out and a man in a chef’s outfit appeared, bowed low to Fujimori, and searched the little gathering before his eyes settled on Annabelle, and he smiled.

She smiled back and the chef stepped up to her, reached down to examine her handcuffs, and said a few quick words to Fujimori. In turn, Fujimori spoke to Fritz and Albert, and Al reached into his pocket and handed over the small set of keys Annabelle recognized as hers.

The chef bowed to Fujimori again, stepped over to Annabelle, tapped her elbow and motioned her to follow him, and Annabelle shuffled out of the room in a state of profound curiosity, because the day had taken another peculiar turn in which she seemed to be a central player, and she could think of no reason to be worried.




Chapter 16: Nyotaimori

Through a door, then through another door, and Annabelle reached the Japanese version of a restaurant’s kitchen. It was strangely silent, none of the clangs and sizzles and commands of American food prep. Instead, the two dozen people here seemed to be laboring with the concentration of artists, bent over tables and quietly assembling what their culture considered fine cuisine.

“Okay,” the chef whispered to Annabelle, and she turned to see him pointing toward what looked like a shower.

“Okay,” she replied, heading over and stepping within the square of raised tiles, setting her feet on either side of the drain.

Two elderly Japanese women in blue hospital scrubs, speaking quietly to each other on a pair of seats set against the wall, headed slowly over to Annabelle, and one grabbed the hose and the other reached for a stack of elaborately embroidered hand towels.

“Ahhh!” Annabelle shouted involuntarily, because the first blast of water was cold and it smote her upper back and left shoulder forcefully before it matured to the lukewarm.

“Da,” said one of the women, pointing to Annabelle’s hands and then upward, and Annabelle raised her arms out of the way while both women scrubbed at her upper half, her belly and back and around and under her breasts, thoroughly against her nipples, then neck and chin and face and even her ears.

“Da,” said the woman again, pointing to a space between her own thighs, and Annabelle understood and spread her legs as far as her shackles allowed, enduring a very thorough cleaning of her lower half. They started with her feet, picking up one and then the other the way a horse is shoed, and the dirt of Osaka’s sidewalks ran embarrassingly thick across the white tile and down the drain.

Next were her calves, knees and thighs, hand towels and warmish water and a soft detergent making all of her shrinishly cleansed. The soap was strange, undefinable, infused with an essence of both the floral and the culinary. Like roses and beef broth, perhaps.

The highest places between her legs came last, but received a level of attention bordering on the erotic were it not delivered by two ancient Japanese women. First, the women stood before Annabelle, one with the hose, the other with one hand around Annabelle’s arm, the other clutching a fresh towel, and after Annabelle was bade to spread a little wider, her vulva received dousing and wiping in equal measure, each pass of the towel going a little deeper, until the woman discovered Annabelle’s hidden lipstick. The deftness with which she removed it suggested this wasn’t the first such accessory she’d found in that place, and what she did next—wrapping it in a towel and setting it on a small table in the corner—made clear to Annabelle this was just another customary step in her preparation. Done with that, the woman returned and was practically fingering Annabelle, forcing the wet cloth between her lips and into her chamber, pulling it out for a rinse, sliding it back in while Annabelle grunted, because it was starting to hurt. That ordeal concluded, mercifully, but next Annabelle’s anus was tended, a cloth against the hole, a rinse, a fresh (presumably) cloth pressed a little deeper before it was pulled out, and then what felt like half the woman’s finger forcing the towel into her anus before it was pulled out and the hole was sprayed again.

What’s everyone else doing? Annabelle wondered, surveying the kitchen and imagining Fritz, Albert, and the rest of the gathering pouring drinks for each other, laughing, and continuing to celebrate. She remained hopeful she’d be having dinner with them. Maybe this was how slave girls were cleaned at Japan’s best restaurants, before they were considered sanitized enough to sit at a formal table.

The chef reappeared, clucked a few words at the Japanese women, and they returned to their chairs, both staring straight ahead as though oblivious, devoid of the knowledge of themselves or the work they’d just done, retiring to some other place in the universe.

“Okay,” the chef said, holding out Fritz’s key, and Annabelle raised her hands and allowed him to uncuff her. He didn’t release her ankles, however, although she was ready for him to. Instead, he gestured her forward, out of the tiled shower area and toward a table pressed against the wall beyond the old women.

“So I’m the main course?” Annabelle asked, more to test the waters than anything else. Maybe he’d understand her and laugh. Maybe he’d ignore her because he didn’t understand.

It was the latter, apparently. He stopped, turned, looked furtively into Annabelle’s eyes, and gave a quick shake of his head. I don’t understand, he was admitting. But Annabelle sensed a further message: Don’t talk.

As they approached the table, she studied it more carefully, and its purpose dawned on her quickly, as did the meaning of Fritz’s joke and everything else. Here was another adventure, she realized immediately. Tonight, I am an object again, was her second thought. For the table was meant for her.

Its top was a single plank of wood, stained almost black and looking ominous and ancient, but with a wide border of elaborate carvings that spoke of the feminine, of cherry blossoms and purring cats’ faces and long-fingered hands in gentle union. The four open cuffs, however, were the table’s most notable feature, black and coarsely textured, like something from Japan’s Middle Ages, whenever that was. There were two for her ankles, raised on short posts at the foot of the table, two more on either side for her hands, hooked to bars set into grooves that ran flush with the table’s surface so they could be adjusted to any female’s size.

“Okay,” the chef said, pointing, and Annabelle understood, turned and backed against the table, pressing her bottom against it to assess its stability. She found it to be as sturdy as it looked, so she grabbed the sides with her hands, hopped up so she was sitting on it, fretted briefly about putting her anus and vulva on a dining surface, remembered the cleaning she’d gotten just now in those places, and skidded across the slick surface, lying down on her back.

“Okay,” the chef said, and when Annabelle looked at him, he flipped his hand, and she rolled over onto her belly, gasping as her substantial breasts were squeezed between her upper body and the cold, unyielding wood.

“Okay,” the chef said again, using quite possibly the only English word he knew, but once again, Annabelle understood, and she raised her feet and did not resist when a hand grabbed her left ankle and secured it with a click into one of the raised cuffs. Her other foot was secured, her shackles were removed, and she rested her hands at her sides, not resisting as the adjacent cuffs were slid into position and closed around her wrists.

Annabelle’s curiosity competed with her discomfort, because the female body wasn’t meant to be held face down on a hard flat surface like this, but she wanted to know what was next. They weren’t going to bake and eat her, were they? she wondered half-seriously. Or not bake her, just eat her, given the Japanese fondness for things raw and fresh.

The chef, whose knowledge was surely complete but locked behind a foreign tongue, eased the table away from the wall and toward an open area some 15 feet away, where he stopped and announced something with a string of Japanese syllables.

Immediately, a crew of a half dozen men and women materialized from stations elsewhere in the kitchen, none speaking or needing to speak, each carrying out their roles expertly, and Annabelle reassured herself that whatever was happening was common and, at least in Osaka, normal.

And safe.

Probably.

Annabelle dropped her head down, left check pressed hard against the wood, and did her best to observe with all her senses.

First, the wood around her was sprayed and wiped, just in case. And then she was . . . well, basted. Two women in kimonos held large brushes in one hand, little China bowls in the other, and the brushes were dipped, brought forth and pressed against Annabelle’s body, starting with the soles of her feet, then her ankles and calves, and she concluded it must be a scented oil, new unfamiliar smells blending with the lingering odor of the soap she’d been washed with. The two women coated her thoroughly, one on each side, working upward across her thighs, buttocks, back, arms, the sides of her breasts, and finally her face, one grabbing her hair and raising her head from the table while the other oiled her chin, cheeks, nose, forehead, and around her eyes and ears.

The sense of being prepared to be eaten persisted until the next phase of the project. Now everyone was carefully setting things on her, and she rested the left side of her face against the board and watched what she could see and confirmed without a great deal of surprise that her body was being festooned with sushi, dozens of pieces, black rolls wrapped in seaweed, white rolls wrapped in rice paper, rolls of sticky rice, stuck to the thick oil on every surface of her body wide and flat enough to hold it, including her upper arms and her palms, one roll each in her opened hands. Only her feet, face and hair were left unadorned.

They were not done, however, laden as she was with Asian sustenance. Someone, she couldn’t see who, couldn’t tell if they were male or female, was working at her anus, spreading her buttocks and touching her hole, and saying things about it to someone else.

“Okay,” said a voice she recognized as the chef’s, and she felt a finger against her hole, tapping it, and under the force of a compliant reflex, she raised her pelvis and widened her thighs as much as she was able, and something cool and slick reached her rear opening and entered it, and she raised her head and gasped, because this might still fit with the theme, but only in a peripheral way.

Whatever they were putting inside her was long but not as thick as any of the penises she had allowed into that chamber (Not that there’d been many. The concept of sodomy, with its implications of domination, abuse and forbidden kink, seemed to be more appealing in concept than the actual practice when there was the more pleasurable grip of a vagina just below [or above] the rectum).

She was not just being impaled for impalement’s sake, she quickly concluded, because a second sensation accompanied the invasion of her bowels, a cool metal pressing lightly against the lower half of her buttocks. So this was a tray of some kind, anchored within her because, well, what else was there to fix it to? And they would be setting something on that tray, she knew. Light as everyone’s touch was, she believed she could almost feel it, the placing of things there.

The symbolism was not lost on Annabelle, unfamiliar as it was. Humans had made an art of devouring the strange, unexpected, repulsive, and here was another variation on the theme, food served as an extension of her anus, as though they were dining from an unthinkable place, unthinkable until someone had thought of it. Or was it just another aspect of Japanese efficiency and frugality? Without the tray, there would be a large valley of space between her upper thighs and lower buttocks where they couldn’t put food. But what were they setting there? she wondered. She tried to imagine what she looked like, wondered if being naked, bound to a table and stacked with food made her look attractive in a new way, or disturbing. This must be a tradition, she thought, maybe even ancient. But if it was disturbing, people wouldn’t do it. Or no, maybe they would.

The chef took his place directly before her eyes, she sensed the presence of others, and now she was moving, the table being rolled on silent wheels through the kitchen door, the second door, and into the dining room, which now had a table. The table she was on.

“Ahhh,” the sigh went up, from American and Japanese throats alike, and Annabelle decided to hear good things in the sound, that she had been transformed into something wondrous, appealing, sustaining. She could see Albert and Hisayo and some of the others, who had apparently been instructed to stand patiently, each with a pair of chopsticks across one upraised palm.

Japanese was spoken in hushed, reverent tones, and then just as reverently in Fujimori’s competent English.

“We will journey,” he translated, “from the being under the crust of the Earth to the thin arc of life. Her calves and knees. Swordfish, tuna and roe.”

More Japanese, more translation:

“And then to the sky. Upper legs and lower buttocks. Shrimp tempura, peppers, green onions, samurai ginger.”

“As life is sustained by the four oceans,” he continued, “we will season our food with the spirits of the plate. Teriyaki, soy, sweet and sour, eel sauce.”

“Lumbar, arms and hands carry lobster and crab, with claws like the claws of the moon and stars, which pull all things to them. And with the upper back, spine, neck and scapulae, we are just beneath her mind, where we stand at the threshold of all knowing. Eel, sea cucumber, squid, the wisest of the ocean dwellers. Begin.”

Annabelle felt a tap just above her ankle, then another and another, the experience not unlike being eaten alive by a swarm of tiny, harmless fish. And then began the gentle dipping of the rolls into the tray held up by her anus, and the sauces there, and she lost herself in what she was at this moment, physically, metaphorically, cosmically, and her answers came back rich and varied and mostly comforting.

But what now was she professionally? She could see Albert out of the corner of her eye, and she knew Fritz must be on the other side of the table, and she knew the two men were raising food from her naked body, flavoring it from the plate pushed up her rear, and eating, and looking at her. If she was asked to describe her internship at Dinnerstein MacCauley, would she speak of this moment?

She was not comfortable. Her face, breasts and hip bones were starting to ache against the hard wood. The cuffs, probably meant for the smaller bodies of Japanese women, were too tight. Her neck was getting stiff and she wanted to turn her head, but she knew that she must be an object and nothing more, awake and open-eyed but still and silent, a surrogate for all of the universe, dynamic and conscious, but passive all the same, subject to iron, unbreakable laws.

Thankfully, her colleagues made their way up her body quickly, finished with the rolls lined along her shoulders and upper back, and while she was being wheeled out, she wondered if she was going to be fed as well, somehow, somewhere. Not yet, however, she realized. As soon as she was back in the kitchen, she was wiped off, the tray was pulled from her anus, she was uncuffed and, with a series of “okay”s from the chef, walked the short distance to a second heavy wood table and bade to lie down on it, on her back this time, and with the comfort of a small pillow beneath her head.

A heavy iron bar was lowered over her feet, bent in the two places meant for her ankles. After it was latched, Annabelle noticed that the bends were surprisingly distant from each other, forcing her legs apart and prompting her to speculate, inevitably, as to why. As before, her wrist cuffs were adjusted and closed, holding her hands palms up, and four more cuffs were applied, two around her upper arms just below her shoulders, two more around her thighs just above the knee joints. Short chains were run from each of these cuffs to rings set deeply into the wooden plank, ensuring she couldn’t sit up and her legs would remain suitably opened.

The crew worked with their customary efficiency, covering her body with oil before planting roll after roll on her, upward from her shins to her thighs, across her hips and belly and breasts and down her arms to her open hands. Last came a second tray, and she raised her head to look at it and wasn’t particularly surprised by something that would have surprised her thoroughly the day before. Underneath this tray were two pegs, a thicker one for her vagina, the narrower one clearly meant for her anus, their position relative to each other adjustable, and the chef and two of his lieutenants studied her openings, tinkered with the pegs, moved them slightly, tightened them into position, and finally slipped them into her body and, with quick nods to each other, judged the insertion a success.

Annabelle dropped her head to the pillow, breathed out. The vaginal peg was thick, cold, heavy, and unlike a penis or dildo or anything else one would put into that part of one’s body for pleasure. She raised her head again to see what would go onto the tray, noted that it filled the triangle made by her opened thighs, a black surface half a foot square and separated with channels and low barriers.

As her table was wheeled back to the dining room, it was this question that preoccupied her—what was the tray for? Because nothing had been put on it, no rolls, no sauces.

Another sigh welcomed her return, and she stared at the ceiling and waited for another round of narration, first in Japanese, and then as translated by Fujimori.

“We have reached the mind of the universe, its beating heart and thinking brain. Along the legs are wagyu ribeye and pork, which carry us closer to wisdom one step at a time. The belly holds game hen and a reduction of partridge egg yolk, for those moments when we fly to new revelation. On her breasts are the dairy that sustains us from the time of birth, cream cheese with mango, cherry, apple. Her arms and hands reach, and grasp, and hold enlightenment. Wasabi, brown sugar, fried butter, daikon.”

The eating commenced, the diners presumably grew in wisdom as they stripped Annabelle’s body bare, and she remained impassive but curious, because nothing yet had been done to the tray between her legs.

She could look at everyone now, if she wanted to, but she was sure she didn’t, so she focused on one of the ceiling beams and breathed slowly in and out, imagining that taking food from a breathing form would be memorable, if not truly wisdom-imparting. She sensed Fritz on her left, Al on her right, one taking a roll from her hip, the other unburdening a nipple, and she fretted, briefly, over how this would affect her relationships with the men. Would they always see her naked, food-bearing body, even when she was in one of her best designer suits and proposing ideas about some new merger?

When her body was stripped clean of the second course, the chef reappeared, and a quick, surreptitious glance downward confirmed that he was bearing a small wooden box in both hands, and he spoke in Japanese and Fujimori translated.

“To understand the essence of the universe, one must return to its creation, to the things given the spark of life. And so it will be here, the silkworms asleep until the storms that run from the face of the sun to the recesses of the firmament reach them and animate the great weavers of creation.”

Eyes fixed on the ceiling, Annabelle sensed something being put on the tray between her legs, little taps that traveled to her mind through sensations in her vagina and anus, and the room fell silent while everyone watched what was being done.

Next, Annabelle felt fumbling beneath the tray, fingers touching or adjusting or extending something, and when the fingers departed, there was a new sensation, something against her clitoris, the gentle but persistent touch of something that was not a finger.

Everyone was silent watching, waiting . . . for something.

Annabelle, in due time, tightened her vagina around the anchoring rod and immediately gasped, because the thing resting against her clitoris thudded like a hammer blow against tissue that had been a little swollen and sensitive all evening. She immediately relaxed her vagina and the stimulation decreased, but did not vanish.

Hold still, she told herself. Do not squeeze again. But how could she not? The human mind is a curious thing, and a contrary thing, and grappling with the invasive and unexpected is an inevitable part of our nature.

And so Annabelle tightened again, and she gasped through a second clitoral thrashing.

The third time it happened, Annabelle felt a subtle movement in her chambers. The tray between her legs, under the influence of clitoral manipulation and the resulting vaginal distress, was starting to rock.

By design, Annabelle quickly realized. They want me to resist, to squeeze and tighten and stir the tray.

But why?

Another sigh went up as one from the throng around her table, and she sensed that all eyes were focused on the platform between her legs. Something was happening there, surprising, startling, maybe even spiritual.

And edible. Someone reached for the contents of the tray with their chopsticks, lifting something, devouring it.

Annabelle raised her head ever so slightly, because answering the question of what people were eating from a place just below her vulva seemed more important than maintaining decorum. Besides, no one was looking at her.

Another colleague snatched up something, and Annabelle looked at what she brought to her mouth. It was a worm. A long, wildly thrashing worm, green and alive and soon to die, a drop of dark liquid dropping from its body as it reached the woman’s mouth.

How strange. How very strange, Annabelle thought, assembling from imagination the drama that had played out between her splayed thighs. Dormant silkworms had been set in one place, and some liquor or juice or sauce that silkworms were not partial to had been set in another place, and it was the involuntary stirrings of her sex organ that had united the two, the animating liquid splashing over its barrier like floodwaters across a failing levy, the sleeping silkworms waking in the deluge, writhing in pain or pleasure or both before their unceremonious consumption ended whatever metaphorical transformation they were supposed to represent, which Annabelle had forgotten.

Someone should have warned me about this.

I don’t want to eat silkworms.

In fact, I’m not hungry at all.

Also, sorry, silkworms. If I had known, I might have tried harder to control myself.

The tray was emptied while Annabelle stared at the ceiling, continued clenching her vagina involuntarily under the torment of the clitoral stimulator, and willed herself not to see if Fritz had a worm, if Albert did. If they remembered their ambitious intern bound to a table while people ate food off her, fine. If Annabelle upon her return to Denver had to fight memories of Fritz and Al eating worms in Osaka every time she spoke to them, not fine.

Suddenly, the table was moving. Had she fallen asleep? Gone into a trance? She heard applause. Someone was clapping for someone, and she saw out of the corner of her eye the chef bowing before her table was pushed through the door. They were clapping for him, of course. Not for her. One does not applaud serving dishes.

Annabelle might have fixated on that, on a modality of objectification extreme even by slave girl standards. But here is where a lifetime of training served her well. She did not have to be a person at every turn. Sometimes, she was just a student, a name on a test paper, a customer in a fast food line who needed her order done, a legal intern who produced research, an ID number on a Colorado subject form. Was being, briefly, a surface from which people took their food any different? She had been trained to see it all as the same thing, variations on a theme.

Back in the kitchen, the same team gathered around her, her arms and wrists were freed, and though her ankles and thighs remained bound, she was helped upright, a rest put behind her back. She could not help but look down at the tray as it was removed, the pegs sliding out of her anus and vagina. There were no worms left, only the uneven distribution of the animating liquid, black and drying, its devastation consummated and its victims removed, not by ambulances to morgues, but by chopsticks to mouths.

In an act Annabelle considered bold, she swiped a finger through the substance just before it was taken from her presence, and she stuck the finger in her mouth and tasted it with all her senses. Green worms had begun the last, startling chapter of their lives in this elixir, but she tasted only the sublime, the most perfect mix of undefinable things. Was it rum? Saffron? Soy? Petals of lilac? She wasn’t sure. A roll appeared, wrapped in black seaweed, just before her mouth, and she leaned forward and devoured, and it was . . . everything. She believed there might be bacon there, scallop, arugula, ginger, maple syrup. Another roll, held by someone, she didn’t bother seeing who because the food was all that mattered, and she brought sustenance into her belly the way a galaxy eats old stars, and she was sated, and no one tried to feed her worms, thankfully, and when she was done, she noticed that her wrists and ankles had been returned to their cuffs, and she was being urged to slide off the table and make her way to the shower for another washing, and the same people who had fed her cleaned her, the oils from her body making rainbow hues around her feet before it all disappeared down the drain. After she was dried, a woman raised the lipstick to Annabelle’s eyes. It looked like it had been cleaned, and she took it and slipped it back into her vagina and was walked back to her comrades in the dining room, and she was uncertain at first where she stood on the spectrum between furniture and goddess, but when a very drunk Fritz grabbed her upper arm and smiled approvingly, she knew she was somewhere in the middle, where mortal girls lived when they had performed as expected.

Others touched her arms, her shoulders, her buttocks as they filed out of the room and back to the elevator, and Annabelle knew she had one more role to fulfill.




Chapter 17: On a Couch

The salon where things would end was another moderately long walk, through two broad Osaka cross streets, but Annabelle found the challenges of this leg of the journey marginally reduced, because her cohorts were weakening. The human mind and body can only take so much, after all, and the unending liquor and the culinary novelties couldn’t help but wear the spirit down.

The salon—for such it was called, although it looked more like a library with a bar against one wall—proved as anticlimactic as expected.

Annabelle, taken in hand by a new round of solicitous staff, was ushered first down a hall to a small staff restroom, where she was allowed to wash up alone. After she finished on the toilet, she peered with deep misgivings into the mirror, surprised to see that her makeup had held up pretty well, hadn’t smeared as much as it might have under the oil and the wipes. Not that she could have done anything about it either way. But she could touch up her mouth one more time, she reminded herself, parting her legs and reaching into her front slot to retrieve the lipstick, and she washed it and her hands and applied it liberally before she tossed the remainder into the trash and opened the door.

From there she was escorted by a staff girl in a plain light blue dress to a small, dark room, advised by gesture to sit in the middle of a black vinyl couch, told to set her bound feet on either side of a thick, soft mat, and offered vaginal lubricant. She reached between her legs, confirmed that she was sufficiently wet, set the lubricant down by her feet, thought better of it and slid it under the couch, and then she waited.

One of the Japanese men came in first. She couldn’t tell who, only that he was slender and of mid-height and black hair. His back was to her, and she watched him undress in the darkness and hang up his clothes on the hooks meant for just this thing, and she forced her mind to ponder the logistics.

If she took them in this position, the men would have to kneel on the mat between her feet, and she would need to slide forward, her pleasure opening beyond the edge of the couch. She was still chained hand and foot, and unless someone came to free her at the last minute, that would have to be dealt with. She could rest her bound hands in her lap, but then the chain of her handcuffs would get caught between herself and her partner. She was still trying to figure it out when the man arrived, knelt on the mat between her feet, raised his right leg and slid the links of her shackles out from beneath his knee, and angled forward, sighing quietly when his tip swung against the inside of her left thigh.

Annabelle reached down, found the middle of his shaft with one hand, found her lips with the other, guided the former between the latter, and slid forward, drawing all of him inside her.

“Ohhhhh,” he groaned approvingly in the universal tongue of pleasure, and the sound gave Annabelle the courage to raise her hands, pass them over the man’s head, put her hands on his shoulders and let the cool links of her chain rest against his upper back.

He responded with another sigh, a slight pulling back and another thrust forward, and Annabelle responded with a sincere grunt of her own, because the filling of her chamber, accompanied by the mashing of her clitoris, was the first full stimulation she’d gotten tonight, and she was hungry for it. Things up her rear, a metal rod up her vagina, a device of some kind meant to graze her clit just enough to get her sheath rocking—these were weak tea, while this man within her, smelling of liquor and kitchen oil and understated Japanese cologne, was the real thing.

In this position, and bound as she was, she would have to remain the more passive of the couple, while the men delivered their stiff members into her body with a force facilitated by various potent muscle groups—quads, glutes, abdominals. But she was not completely helpless, nor without experience in this position, and she did what she could, rocking her pelvis in time with the insertions, sliding an inch or two forward and backward, tightening and relaxing her walls, and together they brought about his orgasm in quick order, a strong voluminous one, his jets of semen coating her tunnel.

She could feel the tension drain from his body, his shoulders drop as his muscles went slack, and on a whim she put the chain behind his neck to pull him close so she could kiss him, hard on the mouth, and he grunted in surprise before he returned the affection, mouth opening briefly before he eased away and his penis slipped from her hole.

She raised her hands to let him go, he returned to the hooks and dressed in silence, falling against the wall before he got his pants pulled up, and he laughed quietly at himself and Annabelle decided not to laugh, and then he was gone.

The moment he shut the door, a second door opened, two staff girls entered, someone hit a switch, and Annabelle found herself blinking against a blinding brightness.

One girl grabbed the used mat and tossed down a heavy towel, the other spread Annabelle’s lips, inserted a douche, and flooded her chamber with a warm, weakly scented water that went in clear and came out milky. Annabelle watched the semen-rich solution flow from her body with a sense of victory, because the evidence was right there between her legs that she had pleased her colleague, and the two staffers cleaning her had to see it too. The towel was gathered up, a fresh mat was dropped, a warm washcloth was pressed against her mouth, her nipples and her mound, a shot of lubricant was dispensed into her opening from a narrow tube, and the crew was gone, the room dark again, the next man entering a few moments later, undressing, and kneeling to pay homage.

Her fourth partner was the biggest, and she decided to use him for what she needed, dropping her bound hands to his lower back and urging him all the way into her, using the universal language of human coupling to tell him what she needed—a sort of hungry, questioning sound followed by a grunt of pleasure as she forced him within, repeatedly until she climaxed, shaking and rocking and trying not to scream into his ear and, once she realized her exertions had driven him to his own orgasm, she did her best to hold him in the necessary position for a full, drenching deposit. And after he’d exited and the two girls prepared her for the next man, she watched his cream rush from her slot.

The fifth male, she knew immediately, was Albert Shafer, and he didn’t undress, just stood near the door.

“Hey, Annabelle,” he said tentatively.

“Hey, Al.”

“How are we doing?”

Annabelle laughed at the phrase.

“I can only speak for myself,” she said gamely. “I’m tired, but holding up.”

“You’re okay with this?”

“Uh, with what?” Annabelle asked, doing her best to make the question sound light, even amused. “Can you narrow it down a little?”

“Good point,” Albert said with a quiet laugh, and he shifted and crossed his arms, and Annabelle suspected that her tone had reassured him.

“Fritz and I . . .” Albert began, but he paused to collect his thoughts, and Annabelle guessed that both alcohol and the difficulty of what he was trying to say were striking him uncharacteristically mute. “Okay, bottom line, Fritz and I are . . . well, you playing along with this . . . we are in awe.”

Annabelle laughed out loud this time, put her elbows on her thighs and pressed her face into her hands, the jangle of her chains surprisingly, unintentionally loud.

“Just trying to be a team player,” she said.

Al laughed too, briefly.

“This is way beyond anything we . . .” he began, pausing to restart. “Fritz and I are out there, trying to wrap up the night, I swear, and they’ve switched to little espresso shots, which I think means they want us awake enough to get back to our beds. And we looked at each other, and, well . . .”

“Yeah?” Annabelle prompted.

“You’re an intern,” Albert said.

“Oh yeah,” Annabelle said, piecing together what the man was trying to say, determined to make light of it. “When I’m not a goddess waking up worms with my, you know . . .”

Albert barked out one of his most explosive laughs.

“You’re good right now, then?” he asked.

“Just tired.”

“And you’ll be good in the morning?”

“I’m sure I will be.”

“And back in Denver?”

The question stirred Annabelle fiercely. For weeks, she had been focused only on this day, the trip to Osaka, the meeting and the hostile takeover and how it would be announced. Until Albert’s question, anything after Osaka hadn’t occurred to her. But yes, they’d go back to Denver, she’d go back to her cell and her life as legal intern, and the idea thrilled her with possibilities.

“I want to keep doing M&A,” she said.

“Of course,” Albert said. “We’re going to keep you in that area the rest of the internship. But that’s not what I was asking.”

“What were you asking?”

“When we get back to Denver, you can be . . .” Albert stammered. “You’ll be the same Annabelle?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

Albert cleared his throat, and Annabelle understood.

“Okay, I think I get it,” she said. “Will you and Fritz be the same you and Fritz?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve seen me . . .” Annabelle began, searching for the right word, landing on it with a speed that surprised her, given the hour, “compromised.”

“When?” Albert asked.

“Getting dinner pulled off me, for example,” she said with a shrug before she looked down between her legs. “And now, this.”

“You think that’s being compromised?”

“If you do, I guess,” Annabelle said with a laugh. “Can you look at me back in Denver and not see me with that thing up my . . . you know, in me?”

“No,” Albert said. “But you weren’t compromised. You aren’t now. What you’re doing is our business partner’s idea of what means the most to them, and you delivered, and that’s what we’ll remember. Fritz and I.”

“Okay,” Annabelle said, straightening her back and clasping her hands in her lap. “So, if you’re going to stay a little longer, we can—”

“God no, I’m not here for that,” Albert assured. “You’ve got two more men to get through, and then we’re done.”

“Are they lined up?” Annabelle asked.

“Not literally, but they’ve been given characters.”

“Characters?”

“Cards with Japanese characters. They handed them out randomly, and it says the order.”

“This is your card, then? Fifth?”

“It is.”

“Smile when you come back out,” Annabelle said.

“They’re all smiling,” he said. “You’re a hit.”




Chapter 18: Annabelle Presents

Four weeks after Osaka, Annabelle Tillman worked through the first few slides quickly, because it wasn’t what she most wanted to talk about. Still, the details were impressive. The meticulously prepared launch of Virtuatext’s EdgeVerse acquisition had gone as planned: The EdgeVerse board of directors gave up quickly (and profited nicely, most of them), Virtuatext’s market cap climbed in three days to four percent over the pre-merger combined valuation, and the business press hailed the move as brilliantly synergistic.

With all that out of the way, Annabelle moved on to what she really wanted to talk about, prefacing her next comments with a slide that said simply, “Cultural Blending.”

“Getting the takeover nailed down in Osaka was the easy part,” she said, standing before the vast screen in Dinnerstein MacCauley’s largest conference room, wearing her best suit, the chain between her ankles barely an afterthought now. “Building on it culturally has already opened new doors for us.”

The Virtuatext/EdgeVerse merger was July’s Case of the Month, and Shafer and Kantor had asked Annabelle to present. Not that she was the most knowledgeable, she knew, but getting an intern to do a company presentation was a win for the program. And the two company leaders had better things to do.

“Here we are, the night after we got everything ready for the announcement,” Annabelle continued, advancing to a picture taken at the first bar, of her and her colleagues standing shoulder-to-shoulder in two rows, Annabelle in the second row, her smiling face between Fritz’s and Albert’s, her body hidden enough that her nudity was only implied by her bare shoulders and bare, shackled legs.

“We followed Japanese convention all night,” she said, moving to the next picture, of Annabelle’s naked back from the waist up, a Japanese man looking at her and laughing like she’d just said something impossibly funny. “I was naked, but all of these pictures will be safe for work. This is me just after I said something that seems to have amused a Makikomu analyst named Satoshi.”

Annabelle moved to the next slide, taken from her left side as she bowed toward a table full of men while she held her drink over her mound, her breasts hidden behind her arm.

“And then, here’s me meeting some top execs at a fiber optics company that’s looking for a buyer,” Annabelle said. “They’ve asked us for a proposal, and there’s a good chance we’ll be repping them. And we’ve got two more companies who want to talk to us. And all the connections were made that night.”

Annabelle flashed up a picture of Mr. Fujimori.

“This is Mr. Fujimori,” she said, “the leader of Makikomu’s team. He provided the introductions, but we had to follow through, and fit in, so to speak. And Fritz and Al did that beautifully, all night. I mean, literally all night. When we finally got home, the sun was coming up. We went to five bars, a very exclusive dinner place, a salon for a nightcap, and—”

“Annabelle, may I say a few words?” Kantor said, rising.

“Sure.”

“I swear I’m not going to embarrass you,” he promised, “but let’s be honest here about the part you played. Can we do that?”

“Well,” Annabelle said, laughing nervously, “I guess.”

Kantor put his hands in his pockets, further rumpling his black suit.

“Japan has some very interesting customs,” he said, eyes searching the room. “Just like any culture, Miyami. Just like any culture.”

Those closest to Miyami Pasiglia laughed, and she covered her mouth, looking amused as she waited for Fritz’s next words.

“But I think the Japanese stand out in some ways,” he said. “They like, well, has anyone ever heard of nyotaimori?” No one had, apparently, not even Miyami, who put her hands in her lap and listened. “It involves . . . okay, it’s a very dignified ritual, with a lot of meaning. And food is placed on the body. And the body . . . that person, is glad to play their role. A little like a goddess, really. And we needed one. It was very important to our partners at Makikomu. And the body . . . the woman . . . it needs to be female . . . is not easy to come by. And so Annabelle stepped up. She was our body. And a cultural divide was crossed. She stepped up like that all night. She drank with the best of us, socialized with us, mingled with our Japanese colleagues . . . just really a class act. And in the end, she really . . . Al and I agree on this, don’t we Al?”

“We do, 100 percent,” Shafer assured.

“She really helped us get some doors opened.”

Fritz applauded, the rest of the company joined in, and Annabelle beamed with sincere pride, as well as gratitude, because Fritz could have said a lot more, about the things they’d put up her holes, the clitoral stimulator, the way she’d been bound to the table, and she didn’t want people picturing that every time they looked at her from that day forward. Nor did she want to be remembered as the intern whose greatest achievement at Dinnerstein MacCauley was just lying there.

In her last few weeks, she had more to do, much more. If she played her cards right, she’d get another merger done, this one driven by her.




Chapter 19: At a Clinic

Three long steel benches dominated the main processing room at Denver-Freemont Subject Health. This is where subjects sat before their appointments, after their appointments, sometimes for all of their appointments.

There were 12 spaces per bench and, at the moment, the room was crowded, with 25 nude patients, male and female arranged in no particular order, fastened to the floor by a pair of short ankle chains, fastened to the benches by longer wrist chains.

Toward the right end of the second bench, a buxom girl with thick black hair across her shoulders sat with her elbows on her knees, her face in her hands. She wasn’t crying, but she was clearly distraught, breathing in and out slowly against her cuffed wrists.

A blonde woman in her 40s was brought in with her feet shackled and her hands cuffed behind her back, and she was walked to the space next to the dark-haired girl, told tersely to turn, told to wait while her ankles were chained and her shackles were removed, and once her handcuffs were off, she was told to sit, and the male worker handling her raised the cuff for her right hand, and she watched it go on, did the same to her left, and she thanked him and watched him go, rubbed her thighs, stopped when her wrist chains rattled unpleasantly against the bench beside her thighs, surveyed the room, surveyed the girl beside her.

“Hey, everything good?” she asked.

“No,” the black-haired girl said into her hands.

“Wanna talk?” the blonde asked.

“I’m fine,” black-hair said. “This is temporary. Totally temporary.”

“What is?”

“My . . .” the black-haired girl couldn’t finish the sentence, instead issuing a deep, wrenching groan.

“This is not fine, and it might not be temporary,” the blonde woman said. “Do you want to talk? Just say no if you don’t and I’ll do something else.”

“Do something else?” the black-haired girl echoed, looking up for the first time at her light-haired, fair-skinned, blue-eyed comrade in chains. “Like, leave?”

“Not physically,” said the blonde. “But I can go somewhere else in my mind.”

“Why are you here?” asked black-hair, eyes wandering the blonde’s face and body, like a thousand people had before, because the blonde possessed a certain kind of beauty, soft and winsome and hopeful.

“Mandatory employee physical,” she said. “What about you?”

“Mandatory employee physical?” asked black-hair. “What job?”

“Medical research,” said the blonde. “Why are you here?”

“What kind of medical research?” the black-haired girl asked, straightening and looking curiously at the blonde.

“I’m a researcher. I just got a job in Denver, and this is where I opted to go. But I want to know about you.”

“I’m Annabelle.”

“Pretty name. I’m Hannah. Why are you here, Annabelle?”

“Nervous breakdown.”

Hannah’s laughter made a sweet, lilting sound, hitting Annabelle’s ears in incongruous counterpoint to the chains rattling against the linoleum floor, the rattle of restraints against the metal benches, the hushed conversations among the owned, and the staff’s languid instructions, languid because there was no reason to waste energy yelling at chained, compliant people.

Why did Hannah laugh?

Annabelle might have taken offense. A nervous breakdown was nothing to sneeze at. But the strange blonde woman’s amusement came off as so benign—even sympathetic—that Annabelle couldn’t help but chuckle a little herself.

“I guess that sounds really dramatic,” Annabelle confessed. “I mean, I’m okay. I just, I was meeting with one of the partners and I . . .” Annabelle’s eyes filled with tears, and she blinked them away and laughed out loud. “I’m doing it again, see? I just started crying!”

“What’s wrong?” Hannah asked, turning to Annabelle, raising her left knee and weaving her fingers together around it, her chains swinging against the bench beside her bare hips.

“I know, I know,” Annabelle said, truly grateful for this older woman’s interest. “There’s this company in Moldova that needs a fresh capital infusion, and merger would be the best thing for them, but—”

“No,” Hannah said. “That’s not what’s wrong.”

Annabelle looked at the woman, stricken. She said she was a medical researcher. How could she possibly know about an innovative food sourcing firm in Moldova?

“Something is making you cry,” Hannah elaborated. “This is bigger than someone in Moldova.”

“Right, right,” Annabelle agreed. “There’s a Brazilian investment house that wants to—”

Hannah waved her hand and her chain rattled again, silencing Annabelle.

“The reason you’re crying,” she said, “has to do with you.”

“What about me?”

“I don’t know,” Hannah said with a shrug. “You’re crying because of a business problem. That probably has more to do with you than with the business. What do you do?”

“I’m a—”

“Up for temps,” said a female staffer who’d shown up behind them. Hannah stood first, bent and put her hands on her knees, and Annabelle copied her, and the two females stared at the floor as the woman put electronic thermometers up their anuses and vaginas, held them in place with both hands for half a minute, retrieved them, noted their temperatures and moved on.

“She didn’t write it down,” Annabelle said, returning to the bench.

“She’s just making sure no one has a fever,” Hannah said. “At anything over 100, they take you to isolation.”

“Okay,” Annabelle said. “I’m a legal intern. Dinnerstein MacCauley, if you’ve heard of them.”

“I haven’t.”

“They’re one of the biggest law firms in Colorado, and I’m there to do my second-year internship.”

“Where are you going to school?”

“Boulder. University of Colorado. And I’m doing M&A . . . sorry, mergers and acquisitions. Discovered that’s what I really want to do.”

“But it’s making you cry,” Hannah noted.

“That’s fair,” Annabelle said, pressing the heel of her hand impatiently against each eye, scowling as her chain clanked. “But . . . perfect storm. A bunch of things need to fall into place before my internship ends. I’ve got two weeks to go, and then . . . a new hitch, today, this morning . . . and I was trying to explain it to the partner, and I got, you know, really teary and, and . . . yeah, I cried.”

“And now you’re here,” Hannah said.

“Yeah. I sort of protested, said I just needed to call this team in New York to get things back on track, but I was such a mess at that point they were like, the partner was like, no . . . let’s get you looked at . . . and this was the only place that could see me . . . probably for the best, even if it’s not exactly . . .” Annabelle looked over her shoulder at her fellow subjects, looked ironically back at Hannah. “I always went to my owner’s clinic, so this is a little different.”

“You grew up in this?” Hannah asked.

“Yes, mom got converted when she was my age, had me, I’ve always been property, but I really—” Annabelle choked, her eyes filled with tears again, she laughed at herself again while Hannah waited patiently for her to continue. “Oh my god, what’s wrong with me? I just . . . okay, PMS, that’s part of it. But I’ve always . . . I’ve had an easy life. I’ve been loved. Loved. But I always knew what I was, so you gotta . . . I just wanted to do my best. I really tried to, and here, I . . .” Annabelle’s voice trailed off, but she didn’t cry again.

“There you go,” said Hannah.

“What?”

“You’re trying too hard.”

“I always have,” Annabelle said. “It’s who I am.”

“It’ll catch up with you,” Hannah replied. “Ultimately, it’s unsustainable.”

“Are you a doctor?” Annabelle asked suspiciously.

“Yes.”

“Then you’re speaking from experience,” Annabelle said.

“Of course,” Hannah admitted, pausing and grimacing at the ceiling. “They got me at 18 . . . bad debt, and I . . . I’ll spare you the details, but let’s just say everything was a crusade for me. I’m lucky they didn’t—”

“Ma’am?” said a male in scrubs, standing in front of Hannah with his cart.

“Hey,” she said, leaning forward so he could check her tag.

“Okay, pap smear, lean back.”

Hannah grabbed the rear edge of the bench, angled her body back, spread her legs until her ankle chains went taut, watched and sighed as the man pushed the speculum up her vagina, widened the barrel, inserted a swab.

“Amor fati,” she said, directing her attention to Annabelle again.

“What’s that?”

“Love of fate,” Hannah explained. “Whatever it is. Do what you can to own your fate, but whatever happens, love it anyway.”

“I don’t like this,” Annabelle said, looking at the man who was continuing to look at Hannah’s sex organ.

“You’re not doing what you do because you love doing it,” Hannah asserted, continuing after a sharp gasp, “you’re doing it because you’re afraid of what will happen if you don’t.”

Annabelle closed her eyes, struggling to make sense of the words.

“Acting from fear,” Hannah added. “You can do it now and then, but if you let it be a way of life . . . you’ll be back here again.”

A man and woman descended upon Annabelle, following what passed in this facility as a crisis protocol: blood pressure, pulse, anal temperature (again), blood sample, a questionnaire, and urine sample, for which Annabelle slid forward on the bench, held the cup beneath her, released, let the excess spill on the floor for someone else to hose down, and when she was done, she looked up to find Hannah back in her walking chains and being escorted from the room, and someone said something to Hannah, and she said something back, and her words didn’t sit well for some reason, and a short rod was drawn forth and swung twice against Hannah’s bottom, making two red marks, and Hannah flinched while it was being done, laughed afterwards, shoulders shaking, and Annabelle stared after her, wondering if she hadn’t seen the woman somewhere before, a younger version of her, in an old video maybe.




Chapter 20: A Visit from Tristan

Tristan arrived promptly as ordered, at 7 that evening. She was naked, handcuffed, and shackled, and smiling when she rounded the corner and saw her ultimate destination: a sizeable cage where a pretty, dark-haired girl whose name she didn’t remember sat at her desk, peering into her laptop screen, also naked.

“Be right with you,” the seated girl said, barely looking up from her screen. Because things had to be done to get the girl into the cage, there was no reason for her to leap up immediately anyway.

First, the door to the entry cell had to be unlocked, and this was done with no particular haste by Robin, the paralegal who did many things beyond paralegaling. Next, after the first door was unlocked, the chains had to come off, and Robin struggled a bit with the unfamiliar restraints. And finally, the visitor had to be allowed through the second door, entering the cage unencumbered by anything except her collar.

“Hey, Tristan?” the dark-haired girl asked.

“Yes, hey.”

“I’m Annabelle.”

“Hey, Annabelle,” Tristan said brightly. “So I’ll be here all night?”

“Yes,” Annabelle said. “Is that okay?”

Robin, who’d been backing away, paused, because there was a possibility his work tonight wasn’t done.

“Your bed looks big enough,” Tristan said, glancing at the queen-sized bed in the cage’s far corner.

“Thanks, Robin, I think we’re good,” Annabelle said.

“Yeah,” said Tristan, “thanks. It was nice to have met you.”

“Have fun,” he said. “Annabelle, text me if you need anything. And I’ll be back at 8 in the morning to take Tristan home.”

“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Annabelle said, “you can keep your phone off.”

As Robin parted, Annabelle took stock of this girl, someone she hadn’t used before. Tristan was red-haired, possibly naturally, and her breasts looked natural too, buxom but hanging down a bit. Annabelle hadn’t specified the condition of the pubic hair, and Tristan had let it grow thick and wild, across her mound and probably on either side of her slit as well. Annabelle knew the girl was 28, was owned by a factory east of Colorado Springs that manufactured plumbing equipment and custom boilers, and could tell from looking at her square shoulders and solid thighs that it was a physically demanding role.

“You want something to eat?” Annabelle asked.

“What do you have?”

“Leftover lasagna from Palazzo’s,” Annabelle said. “Have you been there?”

“No, but I love lasagna,” Tristan said, reaching up to fluff her red hair, straight and long enough to reach her lower back, and she pulled some of it forward and draped it over her breasts, as though suddenly modest.

“How long have you been seeing people?” Annabelle asked, bending to retrieve a cardboard box from her mini-fridge.

“I think like six months,” Tristan said, and without asking, she headed to Annabelle’s bed, pulled down the covers and sat on the pale blue sheets. “You’re my first girl. Are you a lesbian?”

“No,” Annabelle said, setting the microwave to medium power, five minutes. She went to her desk chair, pulled one leg up and held it in place with both hands, the sole of her foot pressing against the inside of her thigh. “I like boys more, but I get a girl every month or two.”

“Is this your office?” Tristan asked.

“Yes, and my bedroom. And sort of my house, really.”

“What do you do?” Tristan asked.

“I’m a lawyer.”

“Here?” Tristan said, pausing to reconsider the question. “I mean, you’re a lawyer for this company?”

“Yes,” Annabelle said.

“It’s like, really nice,” Tristan said. “The building is super-fancy.”

“It used to be a train station,” Annabelle said.

“How did you get to be a lawyer?”

“I went to school for it, passed the bar.”

“A regular school?”

“Yeah, University of Colorado.”

“In Denver?”

“Boulder.”

“Is that where you’re from?” Tristan asked.

“No, Aurora.”

“How did you end up in Colorado Springs?”

“The company here made the best offer for me.”

“They bought you?”

“No, my owner’s renting me to them.”

“How much are they charging?”

It was, normally, not a question that should be asked. Annabelle looked at the girl’s honest, artless face and decided not to bother correcting the faux pas.

“When I make money, they pay some of it to my owner,” Annabelle said.

“How much have you made so far?”

“A lot in my first quarter, not as much since,” Annabelle confessed. “But I’m in mergers and acquisitions. It can take years for something to go through, and there are a few more things I’m working on.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Fifteen months.”

The microwave beeped and Annabelle rose, grabbed two plates off the shelf above the microwave, pulled things for a salad out of the fridge, and Tristan watched with her orange-brown eyes everything Annabelle did, studying her not warily, but carefully.

“Can I eat on your bed?” Tristan asked.

“Yeah,” Annabelle replied, handing her a plate. “Or on the floor.”

As if to set an example, Annabelle set her plate on the floor, grabbed silverware, filled two cups of water from the sink next to the toilet, and by the time she was seated with her plate between her knees, Tristan had taken the hint, settled down in front of her.

“How do you like Colorado Springs?” Tristan asked.

“I don’t get out much. Were you born here?”

“No, Cincinnati. But I like it here.”

“Do you get into town much?”

“No,” Tristan said. “But the people at the plant are nice, and the people who order me are pretty nice too.”

“What do you do at the plant?”

“Inventory, mainly. Count things, organize things, make sure shit doesn’t fall.”

“It is dangerous?” Annabelle asked, pushing salad into her mouth and taking a quick scan of the girl’s body.

“If you’re dumb and you don’t follow the rules, yeah,” Tristan said. “We have to wear shoes, and tie up our hair if it’s long.”

“You work naked though?”

“Yeah,” Tristan said. “Do you?”

“It depends,” Annabelle said. “In here I do. And if a client observes convention. I don’t get to client sites that often though.”

“How did you get into it?” Tristan asked.

“Born. What about you?”

Tristan laughed, looked up at the ceiling with disbelief, as though she’d been made a subject that afternoon.

“I’d rather not say, if you’re going to judge me.”

“You had a 10 compliance code.”

“Compliance code?” Tristan said.

“A 10,” Annabelle repeated. “Scale of 0 to 10. Ten is best. It means no history of violence, no defiance, no problem behaviors.”

“Okay, I didn’t know that was in there.”

“I always check it,” Annabelle said. “So whatever you did can’t be that bad.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Tristan said. “I tell people that and they’re all, ‘Sure, everyone says that,’ and I hate it because they’re judging me twice.”

“Twice?”

“First, because I got into trouble, and second, because they think I’m lying about it. Which I’m not.”

“What happened?”

“I moved in with my brother, he was dealing, I didn’t know, I was there two weeks and then we got raided, they found a brick of shit in my closet, felony intent to distribute.” Tristan grimaced before she added, “Yay.”

“I believe you,” Annabelle said.

“Because you’re a lawyer.”

“I’m not that kind of lawyer.”

“But still, lawyers can see both sides. My public defender totally believed me. But she said plea, so I did.”

“What if you didn’t plea?”

“Straight to prison,” Tristan said. “Or plea and get a collar and work in a factory and do things like this.”

“This is better?” Annabelle asked.

“I think so. Unless you’re going to kill me.”

“Wasn’t planning to.”

“You have an edge, though,” Tristan said.

“What do you mean?”

“You know . . . you haven’t heard that? Like, probably why you’re a lawyer and not just, domestic or something.”

“Okay,” Annabelle said, smiling warmly, because she liked this girl. “No one’s put it that way. But I am a little, maybe, driven. But you know, driven professionally. Not driven to kill, really.”

“What are you gonna do to me?” Tristan asked, smiling back.

“It’s kind of more about what you’re going to do to me,” Annabelle said.

“And?”

“I just really . . . I need to cum, other than by myself.”

“Has it been a while?”

“No, I came last night,” Annabelle said. “Alone. I haven’t been with someone else for a week.”

Tristan raised her eyebrows.

“I get someone once a week,” Annabelle said. “It’s in my contract.”

“Don’t the people here do you?”

“No,” Annabelle said. “The partners are a woman and two men with wives and kids and . . . well, long story short, turns out it’s not that great of an idea. So we agreed not to do it.”

“Just once a week, though?” Tristan said. “That seems a little limited.”

“When I generate some revenue, I get a share and I can order more people.”

“How many would you want?”

“In an ideal world?” Annabelle said. “Three a week. Or five. Or six. But I work at night a lot, so I wouldn’t always have time.”

“Thanks for dinner,” Tristan said.

Annabelle picked up the plates, scraped them, ran some water over them, turned back to Tristan, who was standing and trying to look ready for whatever was coming next.

“Okay,” Annabelle said, stepping up to her, but she didn’t kiss her or hug. Instead, she put her hands on her shoulders and guided her backwards until her shoulder blades hit the bars, and Tristan smiled like it was funny while Annabelle pressed up against her, and now they were kissing, hard and open-mouthed, Annabelle forcing her guest against the cool steel of confinement, bodies touching at the knees, the thighs, the bellies and breasts, and Annabelle angled her pelvis up rhythmically as though she had a penis she was pushing into Tristan’s slot, and Tristan opened her legs slightly, as though playing along, like she was agreeing that Annabelle would be the male, the dominant partner, the decider of what went where, symbolically.

Annabelle had shaved everything down there a week ago, and it was growing in now, thick and black and wiry, and she stepped to the side to rub her mound against Tristan’s upper thigh and hip, moved back in front to press herself against Tristan’s thick hair, contorted her middle slightly to get her vulva against the red thatch, moving quickly through the stations of eroticism until, done there, she put her hand through the bar next to Tristan’s head so she could grab the girl’s hair, holding her head in place while she kissed her roughly, desperately, violently.

Tristan half-closed her eyes, completely surrendering to the moment. Were a boy to do this to her, she might have resisted, even spoken out, but Annabelle was a girl, soft and curvy, innocently devouring the one sexual meal she was afforded per week, bringing benign feminine powers to the feast.

Annabelle, still kissing the girl, reached with her free hand to Tristan’s breast, squeezing it hard, pinching the nipple and drawing a sigh from her before she lowered her grasp to Tristan’s hidden slit, and she massaged her lips and clitoris, opened her and inserted a finger, confirmed that her juice was flowing while her partner rocked her middle slowly. Done there, the lawyer pushed away, went to her bed and dropped to her hands and knees.

“Get behind and lick,” she said hoarsely, and Tristan obeyed, scrambling onto the bed and licking indiscriminately, bringing her tongue to everything it could reach—clitoris, inner and outer lips, vaginal hole, anus. But most of her focus was on the female opening, and she slid her tongue along the slot before she inserted it, drew it back into her mouth, paused to taste the thick honey, licked anew.

Annabelle observed a consistent duration for each of these delights, and after the customary four to five minutes, she eased forward, rolled to her back and raised and opened her legs, and Tristan obeyed the unspoken directive, tasting the sexual door from the other direction, looking up and into Annabelle’s urgent countenance until Annabelle dropped her head to her pillow, opened her mouth wide and groaned through her first orgasm of the evening.

Well into the phase where words were no longer necessary, Annabelle touched Tristan’s shoulders lightly with her fingers, willing her forward until the girl was on top of her and their mouths were joined again, but this time with Annabelle’s essence between their lips, and they kissed like that for more than the customary time, embracing, licking, and pressing their mounds forward.

Annabelle guided Tristan to reverse above her, and her attention to Tristan’s slot provoked that girl’s first orgasm, while Annabelle had a second, and maybe a third before the girls collapsed beside each other on Annabelle’s bed, breathing in and out and laughing a little.

It wasn’t Tristan’s first time with a girl, she admitted later, but definitely her best time, and they chatted a little more, coupled sexually one more time, shared a piece of apple pie from the fridge, and Tristan went to bed while Annabelle returned to her laptop to wrap up a project.

The next morning, after Tristan’s handler came to pick her up and Annabelle kissed her and promised to rent her again, Annabelle checked her phone.

“Hey, baby,” her mother had texted. “Randys dead. U need to come home.”




Chapter 21: Bad News

Annabelle stared at her phone for 15 long seconds, processing the text from Mom.

Randy’s health hadn’t been great for years. High blood pressure, pre-diabetes, inflammation, all of which he’d describe if you wanted to listen. But death didn’t seem to be on the table. What had done her owner in? Annabelle wondered. Heart attack? Stroke? What else kills you without any warning?

She sat at her desk, still staring at her phone when her emotions overwhelmed more rational inquiries.

Randy’s dead.

He’d been part of all her life, and her mother’s before her, a kind and supportive owner. No, not just kind. Generous. He didn’t have to buy her designer clothes, send her to camp, take her and her mother out to eat, to Europe. But no, even more than that. He’d supported her dreams, encouraged her, congratulated her. He was there when she graduated from high school, from college, from law school.

And he’d never abused her. The questions came up increasingly as Annabelle matured and bloomed.

Doesn’t he make you go nude around the house now? I’ll bet he makes you let him feel those things, doesn’t he? Doesn’t he ever try to get it on with you?

No, never. She knew Randy did things to her mom. That was his right, and if it bothered her, she never let on. Mom liked sex, and she’d never discouraged Annabelle from enjoying it too. Randy was good. So good to Annabelle that people asked all the time if he was her father.

And now he was dead. He had just turned 55.

But it was one distinct memory from her childhood that reduced Annabelle to a shaking, sobbing mess, her phone at her feet and her forehead in the crook of her elbow. She was 14, and she’d entered his office after lunch, she didn’t remember the reason, probably to ask for something. He was on the phone, so she glanced at his shelves of memorabilia, noticed a little pair of airline wings, the kind you pin to a child’s shirt when they fly for the first time.

“Where did you get this?” she asked, holding up the wings as soon as he hung up.

“Flying to see my grandparents, when I was 9,” he said, adding with a chuckle, “I was so proud of those wings. I wore them to school for a week, until someone told me to stop being a dork.”

But he kept them, with the other things on the bookcase that meant the most to him.

A 9-year-old boy, always a dreamer, a keeper of souvenirs and talismans, insulted for clinging to something meaningful. He had never been attractive, and he’d always known it. Perhaps the airline wings had been, in his young mind, a compensation. Sure, I’m ugly, but see, I’ve been in a jet! Doesn’t that make me sort of special? And then another child’s bullying had ended it, and Randy had lived on, plodding through life like the rest of us, producing and executing on many bad ideas before he finally found a good one, and he bought a slave and lived a comfortable life and let her bring a child into the world to shower happiness upon. But had he ever stopped being that bullied 9-year-old? Wasn’t that a little of who he’d remained, until the day he’d died? A dreamer, whose dreams were laughed at? Would he have lived longer if he hadn’t been picked on?

“Hey Annabelle?” said a woman’s voice, and Annabelle brought her tear-streaked face up to regard Lyne, the firm’s female partner.

“Oh my god, I’m so sorry,” Annabelle choked, laughing at herself as she staggered to her shower, grabbed a towel and pressed it against her face. “I just . . . I got some very bad news.”

“Did something happen with the girl you ordered?”

“No, not at all,” Annabelle said. “My owner died, and, and . . . it was just really sudden.”

“He raised you, didn’t he?” Lyne asked, looking truly sympathetic.

“From birth,” Annabelle said. “He and his wife. So she’s lost . . . Marlena . . .” Annabelle sobbed into her towel.

“When did he . . . pass?” Lyne asked.

“I don’t know. I guess overnight. My mom sent me a text this morning. And they need . . . they really need me home. I can set up transport, and I’ll bring my laptop. I’ll get everything done today, it’ll just be a little delayed.”

“Take all the time you need,” Lyne said. “Is there anything we can do?”

“I’ll have to be set up,” Annabelle said. “Can I wear mine for the trip? Theirs are never comfortable.”

“Of course,” Lyne said. “Just let Robin know when you need them.”

Annabelle returned to her desk, powered up her laptop, and after she’d arranged her trip—the van would arrive in an hour and get her to Aurora by noon—she texted her mother. “Wow, sorry to hear that, be there by lunch, please give my love to Marlena!”

She cried through a quick shower, dried her hair and forced her tears to end so she could put on some quick makeup. She checked her phone in the hopes of another message from home but found nothing, confirmed that transport was on time, now 15 minutes away, and composed a quick message to her colleagues: “Hey, everyone, sorry for short notice, but my owner’s died and I’ve got to go home. Very unexpected. Tommie, I’m still cleaning up the spreadsheet, look for it tonight. Arnold, there’s a chance Broglia will get back to us with what they need today, feel free to answer any questions you can, I’ll handle the rest. Garn, hard copy of Sri Lankan securities regulations should be here in the next day or two, scan and email to me asap. Thanks, everyone!”

With the van five minutes out, Annabelle messaged Robin she was ready and slipped her laptop, power cord and phone into her bag.

“Sorry to hear your news,” Robin said, appearing a moment later.

“I know, just out of the blue,” Annabelle said. “Can you get me set up for the trip?”

It was a euphemism, of course. At one point earlier in her adult life, Annabelle had sworn them off. Chains were chains, a cage was a cage, a slave was a slave. But in law, particularly the way it was practiced at the more genteel firms, euphemisms served as the backbone of language. Abandon the softer vocabulary and there’s nothing left to communicate with, the whole linguistic body just a shapeless mass. The convention extended beyond Annabelle’s slavery, of course. The raiding of a pension fund to enable a merger of two distressed enterprises was called leverage, the living human beings who would lose their jobs, their salaries and for some, much more than that, were called redundancies, and the laws that enabled upheaval, disruption, and chaos were renamed strategic environmental adjustments.

In that spirit, Annabelle’s cage was an office, her chains were her travel gear, and being put in them was called being set up, and Robin understood and went to the cabinet where the necessary things were kept.

Protocol was that Annabelle wouldn’t be let out of her cage until she’d been chained, but Robin hated that rule and simply broke it for reasons he never shared but Annabelle suspected: restraining a caged girl was unwieldy, but it was a sort of insult as well, implying that she couldn’t be trusted, ever, that this practicing attorney was so eager to escape her chosen profession that she’d run toward the first glimmer of freedom, nude and collared and devoid of any other viable life option.

Robin unlocked the two doors that kept Annabelle confined, and she stepped out, set her bag at her feet, raised her hands together and watched as her chains were applied, first to her wrists, then to her ankles. A third chain ran from the chains that joined her wrists and her ankles, and everything clinked almost musically as she bent to pick up her computer bag and sling it over her shoulder.

It was a warm September day, so she and Robin stood before the building together, watching the van approach, stop, and disgorge two employees, one of whom approached Annabelle, one of whom pulled wide the two doors at the van’s back end.

“Annabelle?” the first man asked.

“Yeah,” she said, turning so he could scan the chip in her back.

“You want to wear these?” he asked, tapping the cuff on her right wrist.

“I’d prefer to,” she replied.

“That means a search,” he said, because a subject wearing her own chains might also be keeping a key somewhere.

“I understand.”

“Mouth,” the man said, and Annabelle opened wide, extended her tongue and raised and lowered it, and the man peered in, found no keys there or under her breasts, which he raised one at a time before he stepped behind her to run his fingers through her hair, behind her ears, across her scalp.

“Bend,” he said, and Annabelle obeyed, grabbing her bag with both hands when it slung forward, and staring at her feet as he crouched to spread and inspect both of her openings.

“Cough.”

Annabelle coughed.

Done being searched, she was escorted to the back of the van, her bag was taken from her, labeled and deposited, and she was helped up the steps into a kennel on the right, one of six in the van, each a relatively roomy metal box with its own locking door. With a great rattle of restraints against the kennel’s thin steel floor, she turned as the door was closed and locked, looked through the holes punched into the door for air and light, noticed Robin there, looking at her, and she smiled weakly before both exterior van doors were slammed shut, the darkness broken only by the faint light shining through a window to her left, tinted and protected with an iron mesh.

Something about seeing Robin put a lump in her throat, just the way the kind man was staring, his expression a little lost, and Annabelle moved from that image to thoughts of the late Randy Tillman, and she wept quietly to herself again, the sound of her sorrow drowned out by the roar of the engine and the rattle of her neighbors’ chains.

Conversation was inevitable in the van. There were three others riding with Annabelle, and they picked up a fourth on the way to Aurora, and though no one could see each other, they could comfort each other with their voices. The topics were insignificant, the who-what-where of everyone’s lives—laborer, domestic, the occasional recreational—but never a lawyer. On her first transport, a month after she’d joined the firm, she’d shared her profession with pride. Since then, she’d become more guarded. Some of her peers simply didn’t believe, and said so outright, or laughed at her to convey the same sentiment. Some hated lawyers, all lawyers, because lawyers had been involved in the worst things that had happened to them, from the conversion to slavery itself to the formalizing of some unpleasant thing that, invariably, favored the owner’s convenience over the slave’s quality of life. And then, interspersed among the disbelieving and the haters were those that Annabelle found most difficult. The desperate:

My new owner says he needs to punish me once a week, even if I’m good. Isn’t that abuse?

My daughter is being rented out to a man she hates. She’s 18, but emotionally she’s just a kid. How do I report that?

I tore my Achilles a month ago and it hurts like fuck and they don’t believe me and told me to get back to work. Can you report that for me? Please? My subject ID is . . .

So on this trip, Annabelle skipped her profession altogether, admitted only to serving a law firm before she moved on to the reason for the trip, the death of her owner.

“Who inherits his estate?” a domestic girl named Sandra asked.

“It’s not like that,” Annabelle said. “He was married, so we’ll just be hers.”

“We?” asked a boy named Arnold.

“Me and my mom.”

“You sure she’s not going to downsize?”

“People’ll do that,” warned a clerk named Fairy. “Someone dies and the one who’s left sells off everything. House, cars, people.”

“She helped raise me,” Annabelle said. “She’s like a second mom. Or an aunt at least.”

No one had anything else to say about that, so after a moment of silence, the conversation moved on, but Annabelle found herself stuck on the question. What did Randy’s trust say about his human property? What rights did Marlena have? Would it go to probate? Given her profession, Annabelle should have known these things, but she’d simply never inquired, never reached for that door. Before college, delving into the legal questions of her existence had seemed like a waste of time. And once she went to college and law school, there just wasn’t the opportunity.

It had been four months since Annabelle’s last visit home, to celebrate her birthday. She’d arrived a little before noon Saturday, and after she was released from her transport kennel, unchained, and allowed to walk to the front door, she made a show of accepting hugs, and then she went upstairs to her room, dressed, and lay down briefly to recover from the rigors of group subject transport; briefly, because after a short, unproductive time with her head on her pillow, she was summoned to lunch, also a brief affair because she had work to do that afternoon before dinner at her favorite Aurora restaurant. After sleep and a pleasant Sunday morning at home, she was chained and kenneled for the trip back to Colorado Springs.

As this latest trip dragged on and the conversation among cramped, uncomfortable slaves lagged, Annabelle availed herself of the kennel’s meagre facilities, carefully positioning her vulva over the little tube that was meant for urine only, grabbing a tissue from the little dispenser to wipe, and masturbating, right hand doing the honors, left hand gripping the chain so it wouldn’t thump against the kennel floor. There was no shame in pleasuring herself here, and the ejaculate (both male and female) she often found during transport suggested the practice was common, but she didn’t care to deal with the reactions of her neighbors, which could range from the merely curious to the invasive.

Done with that, she cleaned up, settled cross-legged in the kennel’s back corner, and found herself longing simultaneously to be freed and to be back in her childhood home again, a place that had always been a refuge, a place whose value to her continued to grow as she spent less time there. What would it be like now that Randy was gone? She couldn’t imagine it, any of it, without him there. Even the trees must look different, she thought, the façade, her bedroom itself.

She had no way of telling when she’d be free. She had no watch, no window, no map. She and her peers had only each other, so they shared their addresses and where generally they were in relation to Aurora proper and made a parlor game out of guessing who would be dropped off first and how long everyone would take after that. They were right sometimes.

Annabelle’s was the third stop in Aurora, and she slithered out of her kennel and down the steps and stood beneath the aspen and set her bare feet on the driveway’s white concrete and regarded the magnificent home where she’d grown up.

Did it look older, tired, more run down than she’d ever seen it? Even sad? She didn’t believe in ghosts, but she searched each window all the same, wondering if his lingering spirit might be peering out at her from one of them.

She was handed her computer bag, she mumbled a thanks with a broken voice and laughed at herself, because she was crying again. The van beeped as it backed its way to the street, and she headed to the door to get her chains off, put on something comfortable, and see what needed doing. She could help with funeral arrangements, perhaps, call Randy’s last few business connections, write an obituary.

Someone pulled the door open when she reached the front steps, and she imagined it would be Marlena and her mother, and Annabelle would be freed and the three of them could hug and weep and then, a little later, talk about Randy’s final arrangements.

But it was a stranger who opened the door, a man she’d never seen before, older, slim, with greying hair, in a suit. The funeral director, she assumed.

“Annabelle Tillman,” he said.

“Yes,” Annabelle said, shuffling up to the door, looking sharply at the man, because something wasn’t fitting. This was not how she’d expected to be greeted.

“Please come inside,” he said. “I’m Reginald Franklin.”

Annabelle paused before the door.

“Are you . . .” she stammered, struggling to ask the least rude question. “Are you here for the funeral? I mean, to plan—”

“No, I’m an attorney,” he said, and he reached through the door, grabbed her bag and set it just inside the door.

“Oh, so am I,” she said.

“You are?” he said, looking both surprised and doubtful.

“Yes,” she said. She wanted this acknowledged and believed. She thought it might help with whatever was going on. “I got my degree at Boulder, passed the bar last summer, and I’ve been—”

“Please come inside,” he said again, reaching out and gently wrapping his hand around her upper arm.

“I’ll get my chains off, right?” Annabelle said, allowing Franklin to guide her into the home. It smelled the same, she noticed. Inside, it looked the same, and it felt the same. Randy hadn’t died here, she suspected.

“All in good time,” Franklin said, keeping his hand on her, escorting her through the foyer and the kitchen to the living room, where her mom sat, naked and chained as thoroughly as Annabelle was.

“Hey, Baby,” Terry said, looking up through wet eyes, her face betraying all the tragedy of the moment.

“Hey, Mom,” Annabelle said, her uncertainty growing.

Franklin deposited her next to her mother, and she pressed her shoulder against the woman because they couldn’t hug, and Terry took her hand and squeezed, and Annabelle hated the sound that followed, the little ring of the restraints that bound them both.

Annabelle searched the room, thinking she might find the bereft Marlena, but her eyes settled with alarm on a wispy woman standing next to the kitchen door who looked enough like Marlena that Annabelle thought for a moment it was her and the death of her husband had reduced her weight by 50 pounds and her hair to thin and gray.

“Go ahead, Elsie,” Franklin said, and Elsie approached Annabelle and her mother with two pairs of cuffs and fastened the women’s wrists together first, then their ankles.

“Just sit tight,” Franklin said, heading to the foyer. “Elsie will get you what you need, wagon should be here any minute.”

Annabelle watched the man leave, heard his footsteps on the stairs to the second floor.

“How’s Marlena?” she asked, mind whirring through one theory after another about what was going on, settling on the possibility that Marlena was incapacitated with grief and she’d asked that the slaves she was now sole owner of be immobilized until she could function again. Surely Mr. Franklin was going up to check on her, and she’d be awake and he’d help her get downstairs and she’d hug Annabelle and have her chains removed and let them all get through Randy’s death in the ways that worked best.

“She’s in her office, finalizing everything,” Terry said.

“Finalizing what?”

“The estate,” Terry said.

“Will we see her soon?”

“No,” Terry said with a brief head shake, “that’s done.”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s been getting everything ready since Randy started dying,” Terry said.

“How long has Randy been dying?”

“Years,” Terry replied.

“What has she been getting ready?” Annabelle asked, lost.

“Everything,” Terry replied. “The estate.”

“What’s going to happen to us?” Annabelle asked, her voice rising enough that Elsie, still lingering in the corner and tapping on her phone, looked at her.

“Sold off,” Terry said with an uncertain smile.




Chapter 22: The Sins of the Mother

“Sold off to who?” Annabelle demanded, and she could feel the hair rising on the back of her neck for some reason. Her visit here had just gotten a lot more complicated. She’d need the agreement between Randy and Mordant & Faulle assigned to her new owners, and if they didn’t like the terms, she’d need to help with negotiations for a new agreement.

Worst case, her new owners would decide to rent her to another firm. She’d need at least two months to transition out of M & F, but the new people would probably give her more time than that while they searched for renters who wanted someone with Annabelle’s abilities.

Actually, that might not be a terrible outcome, she thought. Annabelle would get to add 15 months of real experience to her resume, including that early win with the construction materials merger. She imagined interviewing with one of the big firms that did M&A—Chicago, Los Angeles, New York. Maybe she’d get a bigger cage, a little more time with sexual partners, a larger cut for herself of the presumably bigger deals she’d eventually close. But her first objective was to stay at Mordant & Faulle, and she needed to tell them what was going on.

“Hey, Miss?” Annabelle said.

Elsie looked up, raised an eyebrow.

“Could you get my laptop? It’s got a full charge, so I don’t need it plugged in. Oh, and some water? We didn’t get any on the van.”

Annabelle heard a faint rumbling outside somewhere, ignored it while she waited for Elsie to do what she’d asked. But Elsie just returned her attention to her phone, so Annabelle looked at her mother to exchange one of her ironic side-eyes. Terry, however, kept her eyes fixed on the floor, seemingly oblivious to everything.

Franklin appeared, took something small from Elsie, looked at Annabelle.

“You’re a lawyer,” he said.

“I know,” Annabelle replied gamely.

“There aren’t many lawyer subjects,” he said. “Which makes you something of a unicorn.”

Annabelle nodded. “I do M&A,” she said. “I’ve been at—”

“They don’t need unicorns at your next stop, I’m afraid,” Franklin said.

“Where’s that?” Annabelle asked, not certain of the man’s meaning, but Franklin didn’t answer, instead heading to the front door and opening it, and he spoke a few words to someone, and three men appeared in blue coveralls and caps, and Annabelle’s first thought was that they were here to paint or work on the plumbing, but their focus was on the two women on the couch. One went to Terry’s left, the other to Annabelle’s right, and they hoisted the women up by their upper arms and urged them forward while the third stood before them, walking backward, as though supervising the movement of a large piece of furniture.

Annabelle found the whole thing awkward, both socially and physically. Her ankles were chained to each other, and one of them was fixed to her mother’s. If someone weren’t holding her, she probably would have fallen. Being bound wrist-to-wrist didn’t help either. But then, what was this about? Why was this necessary? Maybe Marlena needed them kept offsite while she had work done on the house. Fine. All Annabelle needed was her laptop and decent Wi-Fi, and she could work anywhere, and if she didn’t get into her bed until tomorrow or the next day, she’d live.

“Can someone grab that?” Annabelle said, pointing to her computer bag, still leaning against the wall by the front door. The men brought Annabelle and Terry outside, and Annabelle looked at the house again, puzzled this time, before she noticed the large bus parked in the driveway. It was tall and black, like a tour bus, and its engine was rumbling quietly.

“FirstMark Subject Transport,” had been stenciled in big white letters on its side. It wasn’t a firm Annabelle had done business with. “Long-Haul. Climate-Controlled. Secure, Humane and Accredited.”

“Where are we going?” Annabelle demanded, her feet stopping reflexively but to no avail. The man holding her tightened his grip on her arm and pushed her forward.

“Marlena didn’t say,” Terry replied.

They were walked to the rear of the bus, the door was unlocked and opened by the third man, a set of steps were drawn forth and lowered to the ground, wide enough so the two females could ascend beside each other, one man waiting for them within the bus, the other two with their hands around the women’s shoulders.

A bright strip of LED lights ran above a narrow aisle between padlocked doors, and Annabelle, familiar with this kind of transport but not personally acquainted with it, took in the space quickly. More than a dozen female forms were visible through the chain-link that defined each transport space.

The passengers’ unnatural poses—each facing her door, legs straight, elbows bent, hands extending before her, many with fingers looped around the wires—confirmed that they had been bound, and Annabelle grimaced, her sense growing that things were spinning away from her grasp, that when she got her feet on solid ground again, there would be much to rebuild.

Annabelle and her mother were walked up the aisle to the front end of the bus, shuffling sideways through the narrow space because of the chains that still joined them. As she passed the other females, she glanced into the faces of her fellow captives, met invariably by impassive eyes. No one wanted to be here. No one was happy here.

The first man unlocked the door to the left and indicated with two fingers that Annabelle would be put here, and he drew forth a phone, scanned the chip in her back, scanned a black and white bar code set into the cage door, looked at his phone to make sure the data had gone through, and Annabelle knew that somewhere, in some server in some distant city, the time and date, and her body’s imminent merger with this space, was being received.

“Turn and back in,” he said to her. She obeyed, doing her best to edge backwards into the closet-sized confines, stopping when her links to Terry went taut. Cuffs were opened, cuffs were put around limbs and closed, and Annabelle found herself taking resigned stock of her new condition. Short chains, no more than six inches each, fastened her ankles to the floor. Her wrists were chained to the door before her with another pair of six-inch chains. A steel tube to her right with a steel straw emerging from the base was where she would get her water, she confirmed with a quick pull, and her toilet was a few inches behind her, roughly the size and shape of a bicycle seat and mounted at the top of a pipe, with a small slot to position her vulva above for urination, a larger hole behind for solid waste. She dropped down on it, rested her weight on it, was startled by brief jets of cold water against her vulva and anus. While her mother was secured in the cage opposite hers, Annabelle pressed her face against the chain link of her door, hoping to see someone carrying in her computer bag, or find it already resting on a shelf. No, it was all cages here, on both sides, all the way to the door at the back of the vehicle. Maybe things like that were kept underneath, the way luggage was stored in tour buses.

They’d be expecting an email from her by early afternoon, Annabelle thought with a panic that continued to bloom. Tonight then. After dinner, or once she was in whatever sleeping cage she’d be assigned. She was already composing the message she’d send:

Sorry everyone, unforeseen circumstances, finally got back on, some upheaval I wasn’t expecting, more to come when I know what’s going to happen.

The men exited, the door was shut, and Annabelle looked blankly at her mother. Terry seemed to be waiting for this moment, and she offered a half-smile before she spoke.

“Well, here we are.”

“Where are we going?” Annabelle asked.

“Somewhere up north.”

“Up north what?” Annabelle retorted, confused by the answer.

“They were saying Montana or Idaho,” Terry replied.

“Montana?” Annabelle said, fighting the urge to laugh at an answer she found incomprehensible. “You mean like Montana, the state?”

“That’s one of the places.”

“Why are we going there?” Annabelle asked. She felt motion, heard a faint beep, knew the vehicle was backing out of the driveway.

“We might go there,” Terry said. “Or somewhere else. But they need workers up there.”

“What kind of workers?” Annabelle demanded.

“They’re buying us by the hundreds right now,” Terry replied. “Farms, food production, livestock. They’ve lost a lot of Mexicans in the last few months.”

“Wait,” Annabelle said. “Where . . . what . . . who’s telling you this?”

“No one,” Terry said. “It’s just Marlena talking on the phone.”

“Marlena talking on the phone to who?”

“A few people,” Terry said. “I guess people who buy people. They call them brokers.”

“You heard this last night?” Annabelle said. “Marlena decided to do all this last night?”

“No, she’s been talking to people for weeks,” Terry said. “When Randy went into the hospital the last time.”

“She’s selling us to a farm?” Annabelle almost shouted, struggling to wrap her head around another hurdle between herself and her career. The trip to Montana could take days, and then she’d need to find someone who could get her set up. What would the partners do if they didn’t hear from Annabelle for three days, four days, a week? They’d understand, once she’d explained everything. They wouldn’t give up on her, of that she was certain. She had her fingers in every deal with potential. They needed her.

“We’ve already been sold,” Terry said.

“Who owns us?”

“I can’t remember the name,” Terry said. “Mr. Franklin is their lawyer. Consolidated something, I think. Consolidated Network maybe.”

“You knew this was going to happen?” Annabelle asked.

“Sure.”

“And you told me to come home,” Annabelle said, “knowing this was going to happen.”

“Marlena told me it was time,” Terry replied. “Right after Randy died.”

“You could at least have—”

“Are you upset about that?” Terry asked, her voice soft, the accelerating engine roaring now beneath their feet.

“About what?”

“About Randy’s passing?”

“Of course,” Annabelle said. “I cried as soon as I got your text. I didn’t know he was that sick. But Mom, this—”

“You know he was your father, right?” Terry said. “You lost your father. You should be—”

“No he wasn’t,” Annabelle said flatly.

“He was.”

“How do you know?”

“What do you mean?” Terry asked.

“You fucked all kinds of people,” Annabelle said, her tone skirting the contemptuous. “It could be anyone.”

“It was him,” Terry said. “We agreed he’d breed me. He was the only one in me then. It took three months, and he—”

“Why are you telling me this now?” Annabelle asked.

“You never asked,” Terry said with a chuckle. “We were all waiting for you to ask. You never did. We decided you already knew. Or you didn’t care.”

“Of course I cared,” Annabelle said, her voice taking on a steely coldness. “Everyone cares. You just assume that if it’s known, someone will tell you. You don’t—”

Annabelle’s voice broke and she wailed, thrust into a desperate sorrow while her mind flooded with all the things that would have been different if she’d known Randy was her father. She would have spoken to him differently, listened to him differently, treated him differently, loved him differently. Everything would have been different, for Randy too. The sad, ugly man would have had a daughter who treated him like a father. But life had robbed him of that too. But then, things weren’t adding up completely.

“Did Randy know we’d be sold?” Annabelle asked, sniffing and bending so she could press her fingers against her eyes.

“He and Marlena talked about it, I think,” Terry said, her own eyes wet with sympathy. “But it was just a matter of time.”

“What do you mean?”

“Until you were sold.”

“What do you mean?”

“He could sell you when you turned 30,” Terry said. “It’s in the contract.”

“What contract?”

“The contract between me and them.”

“When was this contract signed?” Annabelle demanded.

“When they converted me,” Terry said. “It was something I bargained over.”

“You agreed he could sell me when I turned 30?”

“It wasn’t you specifically,” Terry said, her tone defensive. “It was just if I ever had a child. They had to wait until you were 30 to sell . . . the child.”

“To sell me,” Annabelle said.

“Well, you were the child.”

“And you don’t find this completely, utterly fucked up?” Annabelle said.

“Baby,” Terry said, looking stunned. “This is the only way you were going to come into this world. You know that. I was homeless. I wanted to have a baby, and Randy and Marlena were the only way. I told you all that.”

“You left out some very important details,” Annabelle said, and now her voice was dripping with contempt, with a rage bordering on hatred. “This is not the way to bring someone into the world. You don’t have a kid so you can sell . . . so your owner can sell them in 30 years.”

“You’re right,” Terry agreed. “I know. I’m sorry. But it seemed like such a long way off. I didn’t—”

“Mom,” Annabelle said. “You know what? Fuck you. Fuck you and everything you ever did, and all your shitty decisions. Who ever—”

Now Terry was crying in earnest, shoulders shaking as she studied her bound hands, and she sounded like she was trying to talk, but the words were all jumbled up, and Annabelle studied her mother with a mix of compassion for the simple woman, and fury at how she could have done all this.

Terry stopped weeping, and looked up at her daughter tragically, but Annabelle had another dimension of outrage to work through.

“What kind of man sells off his daughter?” she asked.

“He might not have,” Terry said. “It was just something he could do. When you turned 30.”

“What kind of man even imagines that?”

“Randy wasn’t a nice man,” Terry said, and her voice lifted a little, because maybe this was all someone else’s fault. “That’s what kind of man.”

“You went along with it, though,” Annabelle said. “You shouldn’t have—”

“He beat me,” Terry interrupted. “A lot.”

“What?” Annabelle said. “When?”

“When you . . . did bad things.”

“What?” Annabelle shouted. “What did I ever do?”

“You were a little monster in school,” Terry said, smiling through her tears. “You said the worst things to your classmates.”

“You got beaten for that?”

“Oh yes.”

“When? Where?”

“There was a room for it, where they kept the machine.”

“Wait,” Annabelle said. “They used the mean room? They actually used it?”

“All the time.”

“All the time?” Annabelle retorted. “I wasn’t bad all the time.”

“Often enough,” Terry said with a smile.

“What would he do?”

“Tie me up and whip me,” Terry said.

“With what? An actual whip?”

“A belt, a paddle, a few other things.”

“Where was I?”

“In bed, at school.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Annabelle asked.

“Honey,” Terry said, smiling sadly and tilting her head in the cute way she did sometimes, when she was trying to make a point. “That’s not something you needed to know.”

For a time, the women traveled in silence. Annabelle, mind working furiously to understand a past she’d never perceived, and arrange a future growing increasingly cloudy, rested on her seat, opened her bladder, emptied, pushed down a little further and felt the jet against her vulva. As she pressed against the seat, she noticed something smooth and round at the front, touched it with her clitoris and understood its purpose, a small kindness for the women transported here, a self-pleasuring tool for those who didn’t mind doing it in front of strangers. In another context, the little implement might have aroused her, even driven her to try it, but in her present circumstances, caged and chained across from her mother, it was simply another warp in a universe she no longer understood.

“How did Randy die?” Annabelle asked quietly, already regretting her earlier, harsh words.

“Natural causes,” Terry said looking up and smiling slightly, perhaps grateful for a less antagonistic question.

“What specifically?”

“Marlena said it was pneumonia. And something about his immune system failing.”

“Did he suffer?” Annabelle asked.

“Slept through the end.”

“Were you there?”

“No,” Terry replied. “It happened in the middle of the night.”

“He died alone.”

“He was asleep. He didn’t know he was alone.”

“But it’s still sad,” Annabelle said.

“Well, he made his choices,” Terry said. “He wasn’t favored, really. Ever.”

“What do you mean?”

“He was born ugly, he had a lot of bad ideas and one good idea, and that one never would have taken off without me. He told me that himself.”

“And he bred you,” Annabelle said. “I guess that worked out.”

“We got you.”

“You couldn’t have picked someone else?”

“You can’t pick your child.”

“No, Mom, I meant Randy. You couldn’t have picked another father?”

“But then it wouldn’t have been you,” Terry said. “It would have been someone else.”

Annabelle shrugged. Her awareness of her mother’s simplicity, artlessness, innocence, had grown with her own maturing, her college degrees. There were some things you just couldn’t talk to her about, rationally.

“I wanted him to be the dad,” Terry said.

“Why?”

“I wanted an ugly girl.”

“Why?”

“Ugly female subjects don’t get raped.”

“You think I’m ugly?” Annabelle asked, snorting, because she’d long ago gotten comfortable with her looks, and she didn’t care what her mother thought.

“No, you ended up beautiful. But then you got a law degree, so it didn’t matter.”

“So I’ll keep practicing, right?” Annabelle asked.

“Practicing what?”

“Being a lawyer,” Annabelle said, fighting to keep a sudden new contempt out of her voice. “I’m a lawyer. I need to keep doing that.”

“Oh, Honey,” Terry said with a sad smile, her soft, high-pitched voice in counterpoint to the roar of the slave transport van. “I think those days are over.”
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