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Chapter I: Arriving

It was an awful way to wake up.

The building where they were kept had been a hangar, five stories tall at its peak, 300 feet wide at the base. The big bombers they used to work on in here were long gone, replaced with 17 SCCs—subject confinement carousels.

Forty cages per carousel, fastened together in pairs, each pair of cages hung from an iron bar, the ends of each iron bar set into metal plates that were bolted to other plates to form a continuous chain of plates.

No one had yet figured out a good way to describe the subject confinement carousels so someone else could understand them quickly without seeing them. Picture an amusement park ride, maybe, where passengers paid to get into little boxes that lifted you up in the front and brought you down again in the back. Straight up until you reached the axle at the top, then to the back of the carousel and down again. Look up at one from the floor and you’d see eight or nine pairs of cages stacked one above the other, each pair of cages holding two people, living side by side, with their own bed and their own self-contained plumbing. A carousel might be compared to an eight or nine-story apartment building, every apartment open to the air and occupied by a single person, and every apartment able to rise and fall under the power of a motor set into the floor.

Where the available space was big and cavernous, subject confinement carousels were considered the best, most efficient way to keep lots of people both secure and readily available. Here, in what used to be called Hangar 3 at what used to be called Wynn-Fowler Air Force Base, just south of Boise, Idaho, almost 700 people could be kept overnight, brought to the interview posts within 30 minutes, released to work for whoever wanted them, returned to carousel storage that night and brought out the next day.

The lights and the sounds came on every morning at 5:45. The sound would be music, never the same thing, because when you played the same song every morning, people started sleeping through it. It might be country one day, then classical the next, a grating children’s song, sometimes a comedian. You had 15 minutes to get ready, and every five minutes, they’d remind you. “Ten minutes to present . . . Five minutes to present.”

So, wake up. Get out of bed. Go to the toilet. Splash your face at the sink. Massage your feet. Cry. But at 0 seconds, the motors started roaring, the cages started rising in the front and falling in the back, like an amusement park ride, and if your cage arrived at floor level and you weren’t standing at your cage door, hands in front of you and extended through the cuffing port, you’d get a mark.

It was an awful way to wake up.

You might not have to be ready exactly 15 minutes after the lights came on, of course. It took a good five minutes to get the subjects out of the cages in any one carousel, longer if a team was understaffed or inexperienced, less time if everything was humming along, the motor ran fine, none of the subjects were having issues, all the cuffs went on cleanly and all the doors opened as soon as they were unlatched, and the subjects stepped out and got shackled and headed to the next room with no further ado.

The facility, known officially as the Boise-Kuna Labor Cooperative, was not yet filled to capacity, but the trucks, buses, vans—and cars often enough—were rolling in every few days to fix the problem. On this particular September night, a bus arrived about 1 a.m., was let into the old hangar through its biggest door, and it stopped at the offload grid and its motor was cut. It was one of the nicer buses, climate controlled, humane, and the two dozen female passengers had all the water they wanted, dispensed from steel tubes they could suck, and a small post where they could rest their bottoms, empty from either hole, press and get a little cleansing solution sprayed between their legs.

In a nod to security and order over comfort, all the females had been forced to stand during transport, ankles bound to the floor, wrists chained to the bars of the cage door before them, each staring into the cage of the female across the little aisle from her. Some had been traveling this way since eight this morning, standing all day, wondering when it would end, and where. Still, in a further testament to the kindness of this particular transport company, the waste posts offered a small knob that lined up with where the clitoris was on most girls. Masturbation had been made impossible by the restraints, but the knob was an option, and by the time they had finished their trek, perhaps half the girls had broken the boredom with a little furtive pleasure, pressing discreetly against the cool metal, rocking side to side, and either measuring out their agitation in long, patient grinds before the ultimate reward, or taking their pleasure quickly, several times, hoping that their gasps, wide eyes and sliding hips didn’t disturb the females forced to stare at them from the other side of the narrow aisle.

The cutting of the motor produced no reaction, because it meant nothing here. The bus had stopped several times already, to refuel, for the refreshment of its driver and attendants, a few times for bad traffic. Because there were no windows, this latest stop was indistinguishable from the others. But even when the back door was opened for the first time since the last passengers had been loaded—a mother and daughter, from the look of them, from a nice neighborhood in Aurora, Colorado—there was little reaction, no celebration, any hope in only the smallest of increments. The standing in chains was done, perhaps, but not one of the females here harbored any illusions. There would be more chains, more cages, and an ultimate destiny that none expected to be good.

They were freed from their conditions one by one, freedom being a relative term. Before the hands were uncuffed from their door chains, new cuffs were put on in front. And as soon as the door was open, ankles would be bound first before one foot was released from the floor, after which one wrist would be released, the female would be instructed to turn and place her hands behind her back, the loose wrist would be resecured, and the ankle would be released from the floor chain. And then came the shuffle out of the back of the bus, down a short ramp while workers gripped upper arms, accompanied with wide-eyed staring at this new place, head tilted back and mouth open sometimes, because a huge old hangar was at least a novelty in terms of ambience.

At the foot of the ramp, each female was forcibly turned toward the carousels, and most females aimed their gazes from the great space around them to what lay before, pairs of cages, stacked one above the other to the ceiling, 17 carousels in all, although none of the captives could know how many there were from this angle. None of them could know, really, anything, because none of them had been told anything. For a subject, what might be euphemistically called a career change was rarely preceded by an interview, the back-and-forth of questions, the comparing of offers, and the negotiating of terms. You were sold, rented, or given a new role by your existing owner, and your new occupation was whatever you were transported to or told to do at the moment of arrival. But was it a terrible arrangement? For the free, professional assignations required research, inquiries, interviews, anxieties, disappointments, rejections. And if things didn’t go well, there would be unemployment, poverty, homelessness, hunger. Every female disgorged a little after 1 a.m. on this September night at the Boise-Kuna Labor Cooperative knew that they’d be sheltered, fed, kept relatively warm, and given work without any of the career higgledy-piggledy their betters suffered.

The mental health of the average subject was directly proportional to their appreciation for this principle of bondage.

They couldn’t know it other than vaguely, but each woman or girl brought here tonight had been united in what was called Tranche 15-Q251-17, written in Hershey, Pennsylvania, by a firm that specialized in watching for independent subject requests and availabilities and, when they reached a certain quantity within a certain time and region, aggregated them into a tranche via proprietary algorithms. Through mechanisms not unlike those that govern the purchase of corporate securities on trading floors, the order had gone out for 47 female laborers, to be sourced in central and southern Colorado. This was a commodity tranche, meaning criteria were minimal: two arms, two legs, no behavioral flags, no physical flags. Other than that, they could be old or young, attractive or plain as those terms are commonly used, white or other than white. Experience, skill or education did not matter. International travel, a refined upbringing, knowledge of horses, a preference for sushi and a well-laid table, or a license for practicing law in Colorado, these were all irrelevant to the order. The order appeared and was directed to those with females to sell, available women and girls were matched to it if the price was acceptable, and subject IDs, given names, pictures, and physical descriptions were uploaded. As soon as offers were accepted, pickup addresses were submitted, pickup times were set, and the buses were dispatched. Tranche 15-Q251-17, from its posting to final delivery near Boise and at a second, smaller facility in northern Utah, enjoyed a lifespan of 49.4 hours. The money would take six weeks, sometimes more, to work itself through the system, however. Sellers would be paid first, brokers would get their cut, the tranche author and his or her employer and assistants would each receive a commission, sales taxes and registration fees would be paid, shipping firms would be compensated, buying agents would sometimes receive a reward for each female who arrived in good condition, and last would be refunds and chargebacks for delivery of inadequate, injured, dysfunctional or diseased stock. Transport was no worse than anything else asked of a subject, but it was sometimes on the trip that something broke. A mind might go south, eccentricity blooming into full-blown psychosis, or a little blemish might by the end of the trip reveal itself as an abbess, infection, cancer. Sometimes people died before they reached their destination, of natural causes often enough. Minor medical care would reduce the sales price, major medical issues would result in a full refund and product return, and death was another matter altogether, investigated by the authorities, its cause determined, responsible parties held liable civilly or criminally or both, insurance paid, refunds issued.

But by far the worst that could happen, for all involved, was what was known as vanishment, the disappearance of a subject during transport. No one involved in the failed transport, even peripherally, would be spared. Was it theft, or escape? By what mechanism was the body removed from captivity? Who was the thief, or who aided the subject? Drivers, attending crew, anyone who had bound or unbound a subject, were all required to testify, complete lengthy reports, sometimes even submit to lie detector tests. And any subject who might know anything would be questioned vigorously at some point during the inquiry, in a carefully prescribed process more accurately described as torture. On the rare occasion vanishment occurred on a packed bus or van, delivery would be delayed by days at least, sometimes a week or two, while each subject was delivered to the nearest available facility, interrogation specialists could be brought in, equipment could be tested and calibrated, and each subject’s pain thresholds, weaknesses and coherence could be measured and used to get at the ultimate truth. All a great deal of bother, of course, hence the security of this and most other such trips.

There were no vanishments among the females of Tranche 15-Q251-17, fortunately, but there were surely dozens of unique stories—achievements, dreams, creative pursuits, sex, love, and friendship—but as they were offloaded one by one this September night, they were principally members of a tranche, and each was directed to one of the 17 carousels solely on the basis of which were the most lacking in female occupants. Weight was important here. The cages and their non-human contents, the beds, the plumbing, the supporting bars, the metal plates that held everything together, these were kept as slight as structurally possible and represented but a fraction of the carousels’ mass. The human bodies stored here added considerably to the demands on the motors, which would groan as they raised a line of occupied cages not balanced by flesh on the other side, and would whine as those same imbalanced cages descended.

All the cages of carousels 1 through 5 were already occupied, so the first members of this night’s tranche were walked to carousel 6, which needed five more bodies. As they approached, the worker there brought the electric motor to life, spun the carousel until the cage best for maintaining balance appeared at floor level. The door was opened, the selected female stepped in, the door was bolted shut and locked, she turned to have her chains removed, she turned again when told to so the identification chip in her back could be scanned, and then another female might be put in the adjoining cage if it wasn’t already occupied and her weight was needed there, and the engine would hum again.

Our focus for this particular delivery might be on a 25-year-old member of the tranche, already mentioned above, a daughter being transported with someone who was probably her mother, a girl of typical height and weight, perhaps a little more buxom than average, her black hair a little longer and better kept than the many females who’d gone straight from bed to chains this morning, her mouth large but not inordinately so, and her eyes utterly dead.

Her body was not dead. She walked with the same gait as the rest of them, one bound step after another, and she listened, followed instructions obediently, stopped when told to stop, turned on command. But she emerged from the bus with complete disinterest in her surroundings, neither gazing up nor side to side, nor in the direction of the carousels once she was led in that direction. Indeed, as she clanked in her chains, barefoot, across the hangar’s cold concrete floor, her demeanor might have been likened most closely to that of a fresh resident of hell, convinced from the first moments onward that the less she knew of the eternal torment a loving god had predestined for her, the better.

Some of the females had questions as they were drawn up to their carousel and their cage was moved into position. Would they be getting their glasses back? They really needed this or that medication, but everything had been taken from them, when could they have it prescribed? When would their next meal come? Was masturbation allowed?

But this girl asked nothing, simply stood until the door of her new cage was opened, and she marched forward into it, stood still for the scanning of the chip they’d stuck in her back when she was eight, waited impassively while her chains were removed, turned and took a single step to her bed, sat, rose and took another step to her toilet, sat again, urinated with her eyes fixed forward on nothing, and when the motor hummed and her cage was lifted up, almost to the top of the carousel before it was stopped again, she didn’t seem to notice, didn’t step to the bars before her or to the side to look down on this interesting new space from this interesting new perspective. And interesting it was, for here she had a complete view of five carousels, partial views of four more, and if she wanted to, she could take in a rather thorough cross section of owned humanity—women and girls stout and slender, standing or sitting or stretching now they were free of their chains, males here and there as well in all their naked splendor, some of them somehow still asleep despite the commotion of new arrivals, others looking out at their neighbors with weary curiosity, and some masturbating, since that was allowed.

Something, it seems, had been done to this particular female very recently, even today perhaps. Betrayal. And not just by a lover, an owner, a fellow subject, but by the universe itself. The universe, we might guess, had been speaking to her in a certain way, benignly, from the moment of her birth, and at some point, perhaps this morning, it had opened its mouth to say something completely different, new words with a new voice about new things and how they must be from now on.

The universe only hums. You can still hear the Big Bang if you listen closely enough, but all of it falls within a hissing, indecipherable spectrum. Only humans know how to tease apart the voices of the universe as it speaks from different moods.

Ironically, one of the people this girl could barely see was the one closest to her, confined to the adjoining cage but separated from her by a thin metal sheet and, at mouth level, a narrow band of mesh, allowing sound through, but less permeable where visuals were concerned.

True to form, the girl showed no interest in her neighbor. Done urinating, she turned, searched for the flushing mechanism, found a button set into the top of the toilet, pressed it, and a small wash of water swished quietly from the tank braced to the top of the cage, carrying the waste into a reservoir below the toilet.

An industrial heating system kept the old hangar comfortable, and warmer at the top of the facility where the girl’s cage remained, so she settled on her bed, adjusted her pillow, stared at the ceiling of her little cell, pressed her fingers at the corners of her eyes as the tears streamed out, and seemed to be fixated on something other than falling asleep. A life she’d just left behind, perhaps. What this new existence would demand. What she might have done differently, sometime, somewhere, to push her life to a different course.

The carousels ceased to move. The bus that had brought her departed. The lights went out. The voices fell silent.

At 5:45 that morning, the lights came on, the sound system blared, the warning echoed about getting ready to go.

As awful as was that way of waking up, it was even worse if you’d never fallen asleep.




Chapter 2: Breakfast

At some point during the night as she lay awake and cried at the top of subject confinement carousel nine, Annabelle had slipped her body under her sheets, and when the lights and the music came on to start her first day here, she pushed everything aside and went to her sink to wash her face. She didn’t waste any time looking into the mirror, because what was there had become irrelevant. So tied was her self-perception to her occupation that when that occupation was torn away—mergers and acquisitions attorney, no less—her self-perception was lost as well, who she was made formless and void. Her face didn’t matter. Nothing mattered anymore.

“Good morning,” said a female voice from the cage next to hers, drawing out and emphasizing the “good” in a caricature of high spirits Annabelle found strangely disturbing, even nauseating to her empty stomach. She looked at the mesh, saw a shadow through it of a female’s head and shoulders.

“Hey,” Annabelle replied flatly, doing her best to convey the utter hopelessness of everything in that one syllable.

“Mathilda here.”

“Annabelle.”

“I heard you come in last night.”

“Yeah.”

“I heard you cry.”

“Yeah.”

“Are you okay?”

“Ten minutes to present,” announced the loudspeaker.

“No,” Annabelle said, while a great many more words forced themselves onto her mind, none worth saying.

“It’s not as bad as it seems,” Mathilda said. “Everyone thinks it is, when you first get here. I did, but—”

“Hey, Mathilda?” Annabelle said softly, tragically.

“Yeah?”

“Could you . . . I’m just not . . . I sort of need to be . . . okay, I know you’re trying to be nice, but I . . .”

Annabelle’s words, begun as a statement of fact, required continuation, and continuation required thought, and thought required emotion. What was she trying to say, really? What was she feeling? Why was she feeling it? What had happened?

And that’s why she could not finish, just sat down on her bed, put her face in her hands and sobbed, shoulders shaking.

Mathilda seemed to understand, and she kept to herself.

“Five minutes to present.”

The electronic voice, with its hint of things that needed to be prepared for, nudged Annabelle to a lesser degree of despair. Something was going to be expected of her. Reduced as her mind was by weariness both physiological and existential, she knew that things needed to be done, and if she didn’t perform, there would be consequences. She looked about her, at the crowded human confinement system where she was just another piece of property, and suspected that consequences meted out by a place like this would be far harsher than the occasional swats across the bottom she got on rare occasions at college. Hopeless as everything appeared, she had no reason to add to her pain.

She stood, went to the bars and studied the humans she could see, male and female, maybe more females than males, because females were more docile, all awake but with no further commonalities. Some were on toilets, some seated on beds, some pacing two steps this way, two steps back, some at their sinks or staring into their mirrors, some shouting to someone else. The smell of human waste struck her nose in an instant, not sensed until now, but inescapable now she was aware of it.

Annabelle went to her sink again, forced herself to look into her mirror, but only to make sure there was nothing in her face that might offend whoever was in charge here.

Her hair was still thick, tumbling to her shoulders, but not as lustrous as she liked. Her eyes were wet and red-rimmed, her lips pale, her shoulders slumped, her overall persona weak, like something about to blow away in the wind. There was nothing to be done about it, even if she’d wanted to.

Her cage jerked and swung, and she put her hand out to steady herself, grabbed one of the bars next to the sink, looked around again. She could see small teams at the bottom of some of the carousels, including her own, and the process became obvious. One was operating the carousel motor that lowered each pair of cages to floor level, one managed the chains, laid out in stacks on a metal cart and handed one at a time to the third team member, who reached through the bars to chain each occupant hand and foot before opening their cage.

The hands were cuffed in front, and a chain ran from that restraint to a second pair of cuffs closed around the ankles. Thus bound, each subject marched slowly from their cage to the same destination, a door Annabelle could see between two carousels, a brightness of illumination spilling from it. The nature of this next room piqued her curiosity enough that the deadness of her spirit eased, at least slightly. What was that next place? Weary and disoriented enough that hallucinations competed with reality, she imagined a well-lit cafeteria, a sports arena, a hotel lobby. She was hoping for cafeteria. She’d gone almost 24 hours without food, her hunger one of the few sensations strong enough to burn through her overwhelming hopelessness.

As her cage dropped with another jerk, one shudder every 45 seconds or so, she took in the fine points of what was happening here and what was expected of all of the enslaved. In a place packed with people separated only by bars, there was no need for employee orientation. You just watched, mindful that deviation from whatever norm one witnessed would have consequences. The nature of those consequences remained all the more frightening for their uncertainty.

Talking had almost completely ceased, Annabelle noticed, the only sounds audible those that attended captivity. The engines rumbled every time a carousel turned, the joints creaked where they wanted oil, the doors clanged open and closed, all of it against the nonstop backdrop of chains singing out their variations—a set being pulled from the cart, handed to the team member who chained people, passed through the bars, applied to the body, concluding with the steady clink of the bound as they walked toward that bright door.

By the time she and Mathilda reached floor level, Annabelle had restored her leaden disinterest, standing slumped and expressionless at her door, holding her hands out before her to be cuffed, pulling the rest of the chain through the door and then performing the ultimate acquiescence, as had all the others she had observed: raising or lowering one’s hands such that the ankle cuffs dangled an inch or two from the floor, thereby increasing the speed with which the chainer could secure each ankle. The man who bound Annabelle checked his work with a quick tug on each cuff before he unlocked her cage and swung her door wide. She stepped out and headed for the bright doorway, not curious enough about Mathilda to look back, to catch a glimpse of the friendly woman who’d tried to ease her through a pain that could not be relieved.

Somewhere, behind her or ahead of her, was Annabelle’s mother, a woman named Terry who had singlehandedly engineered all of this, and who had therefore earned Annabelle’s gratitude or hatred, depending on the moment. Right now, it was all hatred.

Annabelle and Terry had been transported on the bus together the day before, and the woman had at last told Annabelle the complete history of her existence, and it was a history Annabelle could not stop repeating to herself, even when she should have been sleeping, so important was it to her understanding of everything. In its most abbreviated form, the narrative would read as follows: Terry, not smart, driven, or beautiful enough to succeed among the free, found herself homeless and destitute, decided to accept conversion to slavery because that was the only path she could envision to motherhood, was converted by Randy and Marlena Tillman of Aurora, Colorado, with the contractual understanding that she could have a child, name him or her, and raise her with love, but that child—Annabelle—would remain property. She would receive an education, would receive subject training, would be chipped at 8 and collared at 17, would be encouraged to pursue her dreams, would be sent to college, would be rented out for her highest, best use once she had a degree and, finally, would be sold at age 30 to the highest bidder. She’d made it 25 years, ignorant of those terms, until Randy died—yesterday—and his widow decided for reasons known only to herself to shed herself of the whole affair, to dispose of her two females through the simplest, most convenient channel.

Yesterday morning, Annabelle had been a lawyer, more than a year into her practice and showing considerable promise. This morning, she was walking naked and chained toward a bright doorway where a destiny awaited that, she suspected, was as different from practicing law as it could be—professionally, physically, spiritually, emotionally.

Somewhere in this old hangar, among some 600 or 700 slaves, Terry was going through the same thing. Where was Terry? Annabelle didn’t care. Her mother had given her life and ensured a sort of death for her as well, and Annabelle was leaning toward considering her mother dead, because the alternative—imagining the ways she might actually end her mother’s life—left her with a burning emptiness that felt like self-destruction. Should she see the woman, she would simply ignore her.

She squeezed through the bright door beside another female whom she didn’t bother looking at to find herself in both heaven and hell.

Here, just before her, stood two long tables laden with food and drink. That the drink comprised stacks of white and gray cartons troubled Annabelle not at all, nor did the presentation of the food, all hand-sized blocks wrapped in clear plastic, in colors ranging from dark brown to bright yellow. She stepped into line behind two males, both young and well-formed, to try to make sense of the options, but when she looked up, she caught a glimpse of the other side of this place.

Beyond the food and drink, the slaves were seated on the floor in narrow, orderly rows to have their breakfasts—probably fixed to the floor there by some mechanism Annabelle couldn’t yet see. From there, Annabelle’s gaze moved to the far wall, where what seemed at first to be an abstract mural was something else entirely: a dozen subjects, maybe more, lined up with their arms spread wide or tied high overhead, male and female, all naked, like a dozen interpretations of cosmic justice by a dozen artists who’d been told to stick to a few themes.

Annabelle stopped, forgetting the tables of food and drink just a few steps ahead while she tried to comprehend this more distant tableau. This must be punishment, she thought. So that’s how it’s taken care of here. Two more were being set up, a male and female, so she fixated on them, the man first, turning, putting his back against the wall, a pair of workers freeing one limb at a time from his chains for only as long as it took to get his wrists and ankles bound to his little place of misery. His arms were spread wide and bound to the wall before someone crouched in front of him, probably to fasten his ankles to the floor, but Annabelle couldn’t see what they were doing down there behind the row of people having breakfast. The female went next, turning and, after another round of manipulations, standing with her arms raised straight overhead, her body forming a straight line next to the t shape of the male next to her.

“Uh, are you in line?” a girl asked with clear impatience, and Annabelle tore her eyes from the suffering and scooted forward to the food.

The options at first seemed overwhelming, a rainbow of bricks, each color separated from the others by low barriers, each color with its own little plastic sign:

Kosher sausage

Zucchini egg bread

Fruit & whey

Pork & grits

Chicken waffle

Cheese steak

Fruit & chickpea

And so on, interspersed with the same warning repeated in large capital letters in white and black: DO NOT TAKE MORE THAN YOU CAN FINISH OR GET 1 MARK

Tempted by gnawing hunger to snatch two bricks in each hand, Annabelle grabbed pork & grits and fruit & whey, awkwardly given her restraints and, surprised by the heft of both meals, she set the second one down, grabbed a drink marked simply “milk 2p,” and shuffled off to the collection of subjects eating in neat rows beneath the people bound to the wall. As she drew near, an employee motioned her to the next available spot on the floor, and she stepped over to it, noticed the open hook extending from the floor, and confirmed that everyone’s ankle chain was fixed to the floor by their own hook. She set her food and drink down, crouched, slipped the restraint beneath the hook, and watched it fall and close around her fetters, the process automated, humanless.

Annabelle, mind briefly wandering to the Hierarchy of Needs, sat cross-legged on the floor and focused solely on the food in her hands, unwrapping it and taking a bite, pleasantly surprised by the mostly natural flavors, a passable facsimile of bacon, grits, syrup and butter.

She could have eaten a second one, famished as she was, but a single brick would probably be enough on a normal morning, and she tore open the spout of her drink carton, sipped at the reduced-fat milk, and worked up the courage to look up at what was now close to twenty subjects bound to the wall. Some had their eyes closed, as though meditating, some were looking up, some searching the room, and the wandering eyes of a female Annabelle’s age looked down at her, and Annabelle looked back, and the girl smiled grimly before her eyes moved to something else. Annabelle, returning her attention to her breakfast, fought the sense she’d invaded the girl’s privacy somehow, making light of another’s suffering with her own morbid curiosity.

Annabelle, not wanting to meet the eyes of anyone else put on the wall, stared at her feet as she finished her meal, because looking around at the other breakfasting subjects entailed a risk she couldn’t accept. Somewhere here, maybe already seated or soon to arrive, was Annabelle’s mother. And Annabelle didn’t want to see the woman who’d voluntarily given Annabelle a life and simultaneously consigned that life to slavery under other terms and conditions she’d never bothered to share with her daughter. Annabelle didn’t want to talk to her, and might never want to talk to her again. She was trying to control her bitterness, to keep rage from devouring her, as rage can do no matter how justified, but she was at the moment losing the fight, as she had often through last night’s sleeplessness, and if her mother had somehow transgressed, and ended up on the wall, Annabelle had to admit to herself she would not have mourned. Indeed, the girl looked up again now, into the face of every sufferer, just to be sure. No, her mother wasn’t there, so she must be somewhere among the seated, chained to the floor like everyone else. And her mother probably didn’t mind. Such was the life of her mother, Terry, since Annabelle had known her. Compliant, passive, tragically unambitious, where Annabelle was driven to strive, achieve, win. And all the while, this fate awaited her, the same for the daughter as for the mother.

At this time yesterday morning, Annabelle had been a lawyer. A lawyer! But in the end, she was as pathetic as her mother. Or more so. Terry had never striven, so everything that happened to her was of one piece, while Annabelle had dumped the precious energy of her youth into folly, illusion, fantasy.

She knew why the slaves had been hung on the wall, right there, first thing in the morning: to start everyone’s day with a reminder of the system’s power over them. Public executions, flogging, the pillory used to be a thing for everyone to watch, but civilization had advanced since then. Slaves weren’t full members of civilization, however, and it was a fact everyone at this little outpost of servitude needed to be forced to remember.

There was an argument for not looking. If no one looked, if they all faced away from the wall and kept their eyes on their food, maybe whoever was in charge here would abandon the practice and punish more privately. It would still be painful, of course, but there wouldn’t be that special pain of public humiliation.

But how could Annabelle not look, at the bodies, and into the faces? This could be her fate next. Who knows what they punished for here, or if they even needed a reason. People looked into the faces of the condemned, always, throughout history, for all kinds of inescapable reasons—morbid curiosity, a fascination with the suffering of others, and sometimes in the hope of divining character, as though the damned always wore evil and recalcitrance on their faces, and as long as one’s own face contained no such markers, one was safe. So Annabelle looked up, rationalizing prurience as self-interest.

Most of the 22 people on the wall were male, even though Annabelle had already established that most of the population of this place was female. Were males just more disobedient, or just more likely to get this punishment than females for the same crime? Few justice systems operated equitably, the skewing factors anything—gender, race, accent, hair color, attractiveness or lack thereof. And it would only be worse here, Annabelle guessed, assuming this facility maintained a highly informal, capriciously applied disciplinary program. Could it be improved? Subject rights in a legal setting were highly circumscribed, far more than for convicted criminals, but sometimes the free could gain standing on behalf of a subject, file a lawsuit, even prevail on occasion. And gathering the evidence for such a lawsuit would be simple enough here: count the number of each gender put on the wall each morning and compare it to the general population. But could the defendants’ counterclaim assert with sufficient evidence that males were simply less obedient than females?

(Annabelle closed her eyes and clenched her jaw and fought the urge to scream. How long would her mind continue to work like a lawyer’s, forcing ideas into her thoughts that contributed nothing to her present existence, serving only to remind her of all she had lost?)

But was disobedience in the subject context a virtue? Annabelle wondered, unable to stop pondering. Similar to insurrection against a corrupt regime, or like a—

“Tell us what you did,” a voice boomed over the loudspeaker.

Annabelle started, looked up, saw a portly man in a black suit and green tie, grey-haired, fifty-something, affable, holding a microphone to the mouth of the slave at the far end of the wall.

“Insubordination at a labor site yesterday,” the man replied.

“How many marks?”

“One.”

The suited man raised his hand to the subject’s thigh and the man groaned sharply and shook, and the suited man moved to the next person on the wall, a girl Annabelle’s age, and raised the mic to her mouth.

“Wasn’t ready to present this morning, one mark.”

She shrieked and writhed when the suited man touched her thigh, and Annabelle studied the man’s hand, confirmed that something, presumably a pain infliction device of some kind, was fastened to his hand with a black strap, secured there so it couldn’t be knocked loose when the subject flailed.

He went to the next person in line, another male, raised the mic.

“Too much food,” the male said.

“When it happened, and how many marks, folks. We need to know all three, please.”

“Sorry,” the male said. “Too much food, yesterday and two days ago, two marks.”

“Oh!” the male said. “OHHH!” he said again, because the suited man had to touch his thigh twice, in two different places.

Annabelle was tempted to cover her ears, but she feared that might be a punishable offense, so she listened, looked up at times (some of the males had erections, strangely) and learned exactly what she was supposed to learn.

As soon as the spectacle had concluded, the floor hooks were opened for the 10 subjects bound to the first 10 positions on the floor, and they rose and shuffled through another door to a room Annabelle couldn’t see into. They all left their trash, their plastic wrappers and drink cartons. Someone else would pick that up, apparently.

“Annabelle?” someone said softly behind her.

Annabelle turned, looked into the face of a slight, dark-haired girl with a strangely hopeful smile.

“Hi?” Annabelle asked more than said.

“I’m Mathilda,” the girl said. She was sitting cross-legged, making no effort to hide her shaved vulva, so Annabelle looked at it, compared it without any desire to the female sex organs she’d been intimate with. Sex was as lost to her now, as lost as passing the bar was now.

“Oh, yeah,” Annabelle said. “We were next to each other.”

“Exactly,” the girl said with a hint of irony.

“Sorry I wasn’t . . . I just didn’t want to talk then.”

“I know,” Mathilda said. “I sort of followed you. I hope you don’t feel stalked.”

“How did you know who I was?” Annabelle asked, smiling weakly.

“I saw you leave your cage,” Mathilda said. “We got out at almost the same time, so you could have looked at me too.”

“Of course,” Annabelle said, feeling stupid. “I’m just . . . this isn’t a good time for me. I guess that’s obvious.”

“Where did you come from?”

“Colorado,” Annabelle said.

“What were you doing?”

“I was a lawyer,” Annabelle said, watching the girl’s face.

“What happened?"

“What do you mean?”

“How did you go from lawyer to subject?”

“I was both,” Annabelle said.

“How did that work?” Mathilda asked, looking more curious than doubtful.

“Instead of paying me, they paid my owner,” Annabelle said.

“You got nothing?”

“No, I got . . . they took care of me,” Annabelle said, briefly running through the costs and benefits of the arrangement. On the plus side, there was free lodging and no commute, although the lodging was a cage at the office. The food was good, takeout from wherever she wanted twice a day. She was allowed to order a sexual partner once a week, male or female, her choice. And she had a career, a practice, vast potential in mergers & acquisitions. Occasionally, they even let her out to visit a client site, sometimes clothed. And people listened to her. She wasn’t anyone’s boss, but she could ask for things and they’d be delivered, tell people things and they’d be believed and acted upon. She talked to the partners of the small firm renting her whenever she wanted.

“When were you doing that?” Mathilda asked.

Annabelle laughed and considered answering ‘In another lifetime,’ but settled on the factual, delivering it tersely, if not bitterly. “Until yesterday morning. Owner died, wife sold us off.”

Another set of 10 floor hooks opened, another 10 subjects shuffled off to the next room, and the people on the wall were being freed from their places, returned to walking chains and heading off as well.

“What’s there?” Annabelle asked, tilting her head toward the door.

“Primping pens,” Mathilda said. “That’s what we call them.”

“What happens there?”

“Showers, hair, get ourselves presentable.”

“Presentable for what?”

“Whatever we get rented for,” Mathilda said.

“Rented,” Annabelle said. “What kind of work?”

“All kinds of things,” Mathilda said, and she looked away in the universal tic of evasion, something witnesses did on the stand when they weren’t being honest, or so Annabelle had been taught in a litigation class. “It varies.”




Chapter 3: Artemis

Annabelle, done with breakfast, done for the moment talking to Mathilda, studied the hook in the floor that kept her ankle chain fixed to the floor. Curiosity was an attribute of the hopeful, of girls who believed the world could be an interesting place. Annabelle maintained no such illusions, but still, the freeing mechanism was interesting to her, both for its mechanics and for its implications as a tool of bulk slave management.

The hook rose noiselessly, no squeak or turning of gears, just a lifting and opening that suggested the working components were somewhere else, embedded in the floor, a shaft and a couple of bolts, probably a spring or two. Annabelle stood and paused to steady herself, because filling her belly had only forced her exhaustion into sharper relief.

She stared straight ahead as she approached the next bright room, determined not to see the stupid woman who had birthed her. Where was she, anyway?

“I’m sure you’re beautiful, when you want to be,” Mathilda said.

“Maybe I don’t want to be,” Annabelle retorted. Was the girl calling her ugly? It didn’t matter. She didn’t care. Annabelle had always been ugly. As ugly as her father, really. She’d just figured out how to fake it. Faking beauty. Faking intelligence while she was at it. All the men who’d fucked her . . . it wasn’t because of her looks. Just her pussy. Maybe her pussy was cute. Or normal, anyway. Not ugly.

“It’s better if you are,” Mathilda said.

They passed into the next room together, a place for mass hygiene and beautification, where a thin, fleeting lacquer was applied to the ugliness of being owned.

Annabelle was waved into a pen with nine others, Mathilda among them, together with one of the males who’d been punished, but thankfully not her mother. They lined up along the bars, and as soon as the pen door was locked, their chains came off and they turned and reported to one of the 10 showerheads, some with a brief visit to one of the toilets on either end of the space. Someone or something turned on the water, and it came out cold at first, then lukewarm, and everyone put their hands under the motion-activated sensors that said “shampoo” and “soap,” and they washed their hair with one—green gel, with a hint of apple—and washed their bodies with the other—clear, with the scent of a man’s cologne. Annabelle hurried, not sure how long the water would run, and after she’d rinsed, she simply stood there, willing herself to drown. The water shut off before she’d ceased existing, unfortunately.

Little vanities, if that term could be used for stainless steel mirrors, narrow counters, trays of used makeup, and two tiny hairdryers, waited at both ends of the pen. Annabelle went to the end where Mathilda was already working on herself, and she squeezed in between two other girls, bare hips touching in the tiny space, and looked at herself.

Wet hair in clumps, across her shoulders and draining there, little rivulets coursing against her neck and across her breasts, one larger than the other, nipples hard. Large, unsmiling mouth—it had always been large and ridiculous. Dark eyes that looked. That’s all they did. They looked. Gathered information from a world emptied of hope.

Mathilda was lining her eyes. Why? But she was staring at herself for the moment, so Annabelle didn’t ask, just found a free liner and did the same thing, applied a little lipstick despite the evidence many others had used it, grabbed the little hair dryer as soon as the girl next to her was done with it, found a comb but no brushes, made do, and in 15 minutes was as presentable as the average department store mannikin.

Each of the girls, as soon as they were done, stood with her back to the bars and waited, or went to the toilet first and then to the bars. Annabelle was one of the last to report, and she stood next to Mathilda and cast a sidelong glance at the male. He hadn’t bothered with makeup or drying his hair, and thus had been the first against the bars, looking straight ahead and sporting a decent erection.

Annabelle was tempted to ask what was going to happen next, but things were becoming obvious here. All you had to do was look, and copy.

Teams were moving through the room with carts loaded with chains, and Annabelle looked toward another of the shower pens to confirm that they were handcuffing everyone behind before they let them out and escorted them toward the far end of the room, probably through another door.

The cuffs were put on her loosely, and Annabelle marched with the other nine in her pen through the room, past a dozen other shower pens, most busy with bathing slaves, and through a door into another world, clearly the final destination.

It was another brightly lit space, large and open, and Annabelle paused and tried to find order in what at first looked like chaos, naked and bound slaves gathering past a low wall in the far corner, standing in neat rows directly ahead of her, massing on her left around a set of glass doors that led outside.

“You reserved?” one of the workers asked her tersely from behind, startling her.

“I don’t think so,” Annabelle said. “I just got here last night.”

“Go to the posts then,” said the woman, stepping before Annabelle and pointing.

Annabelle looked around for Mathilda, was disappointed not to find her, realized she’d made of the girl something of a security blanket. Where had she gone?

But really, she didn’t need Mathilda here any more than she had earlier, because what was going to happen next was obvious.

Directly before her, in a carpeted area beneath a sign that read “Unassigned Labor,” dozens of subjects had already been secured, dozens more were waiting to be fixed in place, and hundreds more were filtering into the area. Annabelle, torn between the urge to turn away and the certainty of that gesture’s futility, trudged forward, found an unoccupied space between two posts, and waited with her eyes on the floor.

The same workers who’d freed her from the carousel, patrolled the breakfast room, secured the slaves to the wall for punishment, and processed everyone in the primping room, were in here now, working quickly down the rows. A pair of short chains and cuffs, one at floor level, the other at the height of the average hip, had been fixed on either side of every post. Over and over as Annabelle watched, the cuffs would be fastened around the right wrist and right ankle, the handcuffs would come off, and the remaining cuffs would go around the left wrist and left ankle, forcing each subject to stand with their feet spread and their hands at their sides, no more than a foot between each slave, no more than three feet between each row.

Despite the risk that Annabelle might see her mother, a woman she preferred never to have contact with again, she looked about herself, because this was something new, a scene beyond anything she’d trained for or heard of through her years of subject instruction and indoctrination: hundreds of chained, naked people arrayed in a huge, bright room, standing and waiting for . . . something.

Other than the scattered whispers of a few of the bound, who either knew each other or had something to say to whoever would listen, Annabelle’s group of slaves were silent, while the two other groups, each smaller, seemed almost happy. They were talking, rubbing shoulders, laughing. If they weren’t handcuffed in back, Annabelle suspected they would have been hugging. Fucking was frowned upon, she guessed, even though she spotted more than one erection among the male select. But if it was allowed, if the males and females were allowed to copulate over there, and if they could consummate, bound as they were (wasn’t there a French parlor game like that?), she wanted to see it happen. Not because she cared, really, because that part of her personality was as dead to her as law school. She was just curious. Sort of like looking at one’s childhood wardrobe: interesting, poignant, but irrelevant.

The group corralled by the low wall in the far corner, the other group by the glass doors, there was something about them, a jubilation that Annabelle quickly dismissed as tragic ignorance. These seemed to be the youngest of the slaves here, the slenderest, the tallest and fittest, and there was a time when she would have belonged among them.

Fools, she thought to herself. Idiots.

One by one, the chips in the backs of the corralled were scanned, and they were moved to a different area, where some stood and chatted, some sat, some jogged in place to the amusement of their peers, breasts and penises bouncing wildly.

At the glass doors, there was no waiting. A subject was scanned, the door was opened, and out they went naked into the cold morning air, probably no more than 50 degrees. And yet Annabelle could hear them laughing, as though whatever had summoned them was a good thing, a welcome thing.

The ordeal dragged on, both crowds dwindling, and Annabelle found a clock and fixed her attention on that, watching the second hand sweep around and around the face and wondering how many more times it would go around before her life would be over, how many seconds, minutes, hours she had left on this earth.

It was 7:25.

Hundreds of miles away, in a genteel little law office in Colorado Springs, Robin would be showing up to start the day’s first pot of coffee, and then the partners and staff would trickle in, each of them learning in due time that Annabelle Tillman would not be coming back today, or any other day. Had anyone even bothered to tell them that she was gone, sold off to this place in what was probably Idaho, although she wasn’t completely sure of that? Maybe they hadn’t been told. But each day, as Annabelle once again failed to appear, her colleagues would pick up more of the slack, and she would become a little less important and a little more forgotten, until it was as though she had never existed.

She made fists and bit her lip and cursed everything.

At 7:30, a second set of lights came on overhead, and now the space was showroom bright and showroom loud, the second half of a song with a solid beat released before Annabelle was born burdening the air.

New people were arriving, not slaves, not staff, just the general public, dressed of course, in a spectrum of styles and just two obvious genders.

These people were the first Annabelle had seen who moved slowly, uncertainly, clearly not sure what they wanted, other than . . . someone.

Annabelle watched, confirming her suspicions. These were shoppers, here to buy. Or no, to rent; there were hundreds of slaves bound in long rows alongside Annabelle, and they couldn’t all be sold.

Annabelle surveyed her fellow subjects with a new angle of discernment. They were mostly female, many of them young, shapely . . . fuckable.

Is that what this was? Rent-a-brothel?

Well, the people filing into the store certainly weren’t looking for a mergers & acquisitions attorney. But nor did they appear to be universally in search of subject meat. Here was an old couple, man and woman hobbling through, there was a girl in a prairie dress and a white bonnet, and just entering was an entire family, parents and a gaggle of children. In fact, not one person among the first wave of customers matched Annabelle’s profile of someone looking for a slave to fuck—not a single hungry-looking, maladjusted teen whose rich father let him dress like a Russian drug dealer, not a single professional man who wanted his cunt with a minimum of drama, or a troop of high-fiving frat boys, or a bachelor party.

The behaviors varied as widely as the demographics. Some stopped to talk, some strode rapidly, barely looking at the options, and more than one consulted a phone or slip of paper, as though searching for someone with a pre-ordered set of attributes.

Annabelle allowed herself no illusions. She’d seen her face in the shower pen mirror, the deadness there matching the inner deadness of a life that was over in every sense but the biological. Who would want a walking corpse, to fuck or to do anything else to? She had one talent, one purpose, one source of value, and that had been stripped from her yesterday morning. And without that, there was nothing left, not even a vagina. Yes, it was still there, the opening between her legs, but most men wanted a pussy that was attached to a living girl.

So when the first few customers reached her row and passed her by, no one even looked. Or maybe there was a glance or two, at her black pubic hair and the nipples that had hardened as the cool air from the open doors rolled over her feet. But no one looked at her tragic face, into her hopeless eyes, more than briefly.

Elsewhere, decisions were being made. The elderly couple, who had been chatting amiably with a short Black girl, stood back as a worker approached with a cart, held up a tablet for the man to peer at and sign, freed the girl’s hands and feet from her posts, cuffed her wrists in front and shackled her feet and sent the trio off with a final wave.

More people had arrived, and Annabelle was beginning to sense a frequent type. Amish. Or whatever they were called here. She was vaguely aware of the large communities of people living in the northern states who had settled on a life based on the technologies of the last century, or two centuries ago, or three. It varied, as she understood it. They still used horse-drawn wagons, some of them. They could build a barn in a day. Surely the dozen or two men here, with their mustache-less beards, black broadcloth pants and coats, wide-brimmed black felt hats, weren’t here to take home a temporary fuck. Some of them were here with their wives. One of them had his two daughters with him, for Christ’s sake.

No, they wanted labor, the kind of labor needed by a primitive people, none of which Annabelle was remotely qualified for. Digging a well, fixing a wagon wheel, planting and harvesting? Never, not one day in her life. Annabelle would spend the day here, bound between these two posts until she was put back in that hideous tower of cages. And this would be her life. Every day.

And yet they looked at her as they passed, granted her the small dignity of not ignoring her. A few of the men, and most of the women, looked at her breasts and her pubic hair. She would look at them until they looked back, and then she’d look away. She had long ago learned to meet people’s eyes, shake their hands, assert herself socially, take romance and friendship in equal measure. There was no need for that here.

“You get beat much?”

Annabelle looked up, into the gaunt face of a man here by himself, wearing that strange simple uniform.

“I’m sorry?” she said, smiling reflexively, a habit that would take longer to die.

“You get beat much?”

“Beat?” Annabelle said, certain she’d misheard, or that the man was speaking in dialect. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

“Walloped? Skelted? Birched?”

“Wait, you mean, like, physically beaten?” Annabelle said. “As in punishment or something?”

“Aye.”

“No,” she said, unable to muster any disdain, utterly disoriented by the juxtaposition of an offensive question and a gaunt, humble face. “I’m not. I do what I’m told. I always have.”

“Just asking,” he said. “You cook and clean?”

“I can,” she said, realizing belatedly this was the Amish version of a job interview. And cooking and cleaning seemed better than most of the things she’d imagined having to do. So she feigned earnestness through her next words, because earnestness was still easy. She’d been earnest all her life. She’d given that up, and everything else, less than 24 hours ago.

“I’d be glad to do that for you.”

The man seemed reassured, smiling at her for the first time, and he bent and tapped the top of her post. She’d seen that gesture a few times this morning, guessed it was meant as a sign to the workers that someone had been chosen, but she noticed a green flashing light at the top of the post and guessed that something more advanced than a gesture was going on, that a signal had been sent somewhere.

“I’m Annabelle,” she said, not just to break the silence, but because talking told her things about people that silence did not.

“Artemis,” he said, touching the brim of his hat. He seemed like he was about to add “Pleasure to meet you,” but thought better of it. Is that something you shouldn’t say to a nude, chained slave girl?

“Where do you live, Artemis?” Annabelle asked, noticing for the first time that there was a smell to him, not unwashed, necessarily, but not entirely pleasant either.

“Round here,” he said. “You from around here?”

“No,” she replied. “I was in Colorado yesterday.”

“How’d you get here?” he asked, looking surprised.

“Van.”

“You farming stock?”

“No,” Annabelle said, deciding once again to withhold her offense at a question with profoundly rude connotations. “Will I be working at your home?”

“Aye, the Ma’am’s been ordered to bed until the baby comes.”

“Oh, you’re expecting?” Annabelle asked, allowing her voice to rise.

“No,” he said. “She is.”

“She’s your wife?”

“That she is.”

“Okay, then,” Annabelle said. “That’s wonderful. When are they due?”

“Anytime,” he said. “Tomorrow. Next week. Only Jehovah knows.”

“If it happens today, will I—”

“It might. We believe it will, truth to say.”

“Do you have any others?”

“Seven.”

“Pardon me?”

“Seven. Got seven.”

“Seven children?”

“Aye.”

“Well, you’ve got a house full, then,” Annabelle said, and she looked down at her nudity, back at Artemis uncertainly.

“Dress in the buggy,” he said, reading her thoughts. “We’ll not test your modesty more than practical, Miss.”

“Of course,” Annabelle said, not really caring on her own behalf. “What are their names?”

“Whose?”

“Your children.”

“Oh, my children. Well, there’s Caleb, Josh, Bethel, Herman, Patricia, Sarah and Micah.”

“Lovely,” Annabelle said, forcing her clouded mind to remember, an easier chore given that most of the names were distinct. “Four boys, three girls.”

He looked at her with mild surprise. “What was your calling, then?”

“Office work,” Annabelle said.

“You’ll be doing none of that for me today.”

“That’s fine,” Annabelle said. “What do you do?”

“Sorghum, winter wheat, taters, silage, barley, hops.”

Artemis paused, looked at Annabelle a little mischievously, and raised an invisible mug to his mouth.

“You make beer?” she ventured.

“Beer?” he echoed with a quick laugh. “Aw, no, Miss. I make none of it, but them that buys my goods, well, they make what they like, and I don’t ask.”

One of the female workers showed up, pushing a cart.

“You want her?” the woman asked Artemis.

“Aye.”

“Let’s have your card.”

Artemis fished through his pockets, pants first, then his shirt, then the inside of his coat, finally found what he was looking for, a white card with a bar code on it, and he handed it to the woman, and she scanned it with her phone, scanned the chip in Annabelle’s back.

“How do you want her?” the woman asked.

“Just by the feet,” Artemis replied. “No key.”

Annabelle’s feet were bound together before her limbs were released from the posts on either side, and she rubbed her wrists and ran her fingers through her hair and shuffled after the farmer toward the glass doors. The subjects who had gathered around that aperture were all gone. So were the subjects chosen to wait on the other side. And many of those in Annabelle’s class had been freed from their posts as well, the large room well over half emptied. Was her mother still there? Annabelle chose not to look for the woman.

As she exited the building, Annabelle’s exhaustion and despair yielded to a nervous energy, the cold air swirling around her naked body, the cold gravel beneath her bare feet adding to her animation. Among the dozens of vehicles parked just beyond the door were a handful of horse-drawn buggies, painted red or blue, horses stamping or searching the ground for something worthwhile, and it was toward one of these that Artemis led Annabelle.

Annabelle, when she wasn’t concentrating on the rough stones before her, turned to look at the place behind her, surprised by its size. She’d never been this close to a hangar before. It looked more like a little hill than a human-made structure. The squat buildings joined to it, single-story and fabricated of cinder block and aluminum siding, were built more recently, Annabelle guessed, to hold the showers, the place where people ate, the posts where they were chained to be inspected by customers, the wall where they were tortured.

“Boise-Kuna Labor Cooperative,” announced a sign of white plastic with black letters at the top of a single iron post. Annabelle glanced at it only long enough to take in its message, because where she was didn’t matter, really.

As they drew near Artemis’ buggy, Annabelle allowed her agitated mind to look all of it over, and she was quickly struck by the hybrid of the quaint with modern trappings. Fixed to the back of the buggy was an incongruent orange triangle, apparently intended to ward off backend collisions. A battery-operated flashlight had been tied to the post supporting the buggy’s black fabric canopy, and red reflectors were fixed to the spokes of the big black wheels, and to the harness and bridle of the horse itself.

The buggy’s two benches looked large enough to sit six, or eight, or 10 if the passengers were small and squeezed in.

Once they’d reached the buggy, Artemis reached under the rear bench and pulled out one of the ugliest dresses Annabelle had ever seen, sewn from fabric salvaged from other things, old pants perhaps, blankets maybe, probably a few earlier dress incarnations. Green, orange, purple, white, and two shades of yellow had conspired to form this ghoulish thing, which Artemis held out to Annebelle, and which she studied briefly before raising it over her head and allowing it to fall. The ruffed hem fell to her mid-calf, the ruffed lace at the ends of the sleeves reached just past her elbows, and she tried not to look at it as she buttoned it up from her navel to her neck, just below her collar, and adjusted it at the bosom. It offered less room than she would have preferred at her bust, but it was not a bad fit, and for all its ugliness, it was a surprisingly heavy garment, lined with gray cotton, and a bringer of welcome warmth.

Artemis took the buggy’s reins and sat, and Annabelle joined him on the front bench, her chain just long enough to enable the step, and he raised the reins and shouted and the horse pulled forward, drawing the buggy behind it.

“You picked me because I was the right size for the dress?” Annabelle said.

“What?” said Artemis, turning to her with surprise. “No, I thought you needed something.”

“What?”

“Sad as you looked, I believed anything asked of you would be better than your original state.”

“Okay,” Annabelle said, adding after a pause, “I’m not sad, though.”




Chapter 4: Haus Trackkhousen

Annabelle and Artemis made their way on the wide, paved shoulder that seemed to be designed for these people and their buggies, while cars and trucks sped by on the main part of the road, all of them ignored by the horse, a black standardbred in its later years, but still strong and healthy.

For a time, Annabelle listened to the clopping of the horse’s hooves and watched for things on the sides of the roads that might distract her from a pain so great it was spilling out onto her face and body. Like the wagon itself, this part of Idaho seemed burdened by the old and quaint beside the new and ugly: a gas station/convenience store beside a house that was beautiful in its day, now buried in a clump of trees and brush, its ancient timbers jutting from a heap under an old brick chimney. There was a junkyard, a mile of forest with a creek running through it, a trailer home with rusty corners, and a large white clapboard dwelling, once a single home, long ago converted to apartments.

“Thank you for the dress,” she said when thoughts crept into her mind of the Packard-Fulsome project, a potential merger in its first stage with some fascinating leverage possibilities.

“Hmm,” Artemis replied.

“Is there a name for this style?” she asked, hoping that if she found the right angle, she could tap into the man’s talkative side again, such as it was.

“What’s that?” he said, looking startled.

“I didn’t see a label when I put it on,” Annabelle said.

“Them that made it don’t label their things.”

“Do you know them?” Annabelle said.

“I should say so,” Artemis replied with a chuckle.

“Was it sewn by your family?”

“Bethel did it,” Artemis said. “After a pattern.”

Annabelle gazed at her right sleeve, looking for something to praise about a garment she’d originally condemned. No reputable factory would let such a creation out the door, but it was decent work for a household project.

“How old is Bethel?”

“Fifteen.”

“She’s got a beautiful stitch,” Annabelle said, and indeed she did, the machine-like evenness of her work obvious wherever two patches had been joined.

“Hmm,” Artemis agreed, leaving Annabelle bereft of distraction.

“How far away is your place?” she asked after another quarter mile, because if she didn’t say something, she was going to fall asleep, and Artemis would see her chin drop to her chest and think less of her.

“Another 15 minutes,” he said. “From where come your troubles, Miss?”

“Pardon me?”

“Don’t share if you’re inclined against it,” he said. “But I have to wonder.”

“This is all new to me,” Annabelle said, trying to conform to Artemis’ conversational economy in the hope that would keep him talking. “I was somewhere else yesterday morning, and I didn’t know I would end up here, and I didn’t sleep well last night.”

“Hard work’ll wake one up,” Artemis asserted.

“I look forward to helping out your wife,” Annabelle said. “And your family.”

“Hmm.”

Annabelle’s bare feet, resting unprotected against the wagon’s wooden floorboard, had been cold since she’d first stepped outside, and now she was starting to lose sensation there and had to look to make sure her toes were actually moving when she decided to wriggle them. Would Artemis take offense if she pulled her legs up, crossed them under her dress? She didn’t care anymore, just did it, pressing her soles against her thighs, the chain touching her left calf, the difference in temperature making her wince.

“I didn’t bring shoes,” Artemis said with a sideways glance. “Didn’t know what size would be the girl I found. But you’ll have a suitable pair when we reach home.”

An unavoidable legacy of Annabelle’s legal career was trying to read the minds of the people she had to deal with, and she found herself putting the same energy into this man, unnecessary as that might be. He was not reticent, shy, unsocial. He just didn’t do small talk, and didn’t cater to those that did. But he sensed things, about people, about their pains and their wants. He was reading Annabelle’s mind just as surely as she was trying to read his. With a job growing crops, seven children and counting, and a wife whose job it was to birth them all, the most important things in his life were accomplished without words, she guessed. Words were a tool for him, something he used only when he needed to.

There was no discernible change in Artemis’ posture when the horse turned right off the highway and down an unpaved lane wide enough for buggies in both directions, and soon enough, one appeared, reins in the hands of a husky teen boy, a man of Artemis’ sobriety and gauntness beside him. Artemis yanked on his reins, and so did the boy, and the two wagons stopped beside each other. Artemis spoke first.

Hoe gaat het met Roberta?

Ze trekt haar gewicht.

Ze probeert nog steeds niemand te bijten?

They continued in that vein, speaking what sounded to Annabelle like German, their sentences short and clipped before the other man simply nodded, so Artemis touched his hat and nodded toward the boy. “Jacob.”

“Goedemorgen, Herr Trackkhousen,” the boy said, peering at Artemis, and then at Annabelle, and she met his gaze and sensed by the way he looked at her that he knew Artemis had seen her naked.

Artemis slapped the reins and the horse plodded forward, first between tall trees, then into a large cleared area segregated haphazardly by fencing into different crops, corn and wheat and the gray stubble of something already harvested. Up and over a rise, and the rest of this world opened itself to Annabelle, a broad valley dotted with silos, windmills, red barns, out buildings, two-story white clapboard houses, fields full of livestock, and were she in a better frame of mind and not dressed badly and bound by the ankles, the simple beauty of this place might even have impressed her.

“Where is your home?” she asked, and Artemis replied by pointing to the left, a quarter mile away, where a home stood near a barn and among a stand of trees.

Artemis didn’t stop again, but he socialized in some way with all of his visible neighbors as they passed. To the more distant, men cutting hay with a scythe or urging forward a horse or a mule drawing a plow, he would wave. For women and children, he would touch his hat, and the women would face him with their hands together, and the children would shout or wave a hat if they had one, and if someone was near enough, they’d exchange a few words, usually with the name “Midge,” who Annabelle was beginning to understand was Artemis’ wife, and whose condition was of great interest to everyone else.

No one had anything to say to or about Annabelle, her existence here understood as temporary, her role menial, her rank beneath even that of the children. Were she riding in a car through an ordinary neighborhood to a modern home that needed a domestic, she would have wanted people to know what she’d been, that she had a law degree, that she’d passed the bar and, were she given a salary, would eventually have earned more than most of them. But who in this strange place would care, or even fully understand? Her only value here rested on how well she completed her chores. She already understood that. And even if she performed them with legendary alacrity, no one would care. In a little over 24 hours, she had been shoved from a life of achievements and their rewards to a life in which achievement was both impossible and irrelevant. Do what you’re told and no one will care. Fail and get hung on the wall.

All of the women, no matter the task at hand, were attired as though they’d been given roles in the same movie, dresses buttoned to the neck and flowing down to the ankles, the garments mostly white but with flashes of color here and there, a yellow belt, pink-ruffed sleeves, a red ribbon in the hair.

Briefly, in her wearied, sleepless state, Annabelle imagined that she must have died and had just arrived at her worst imaginable hell, a simple place of endless, meaningless work. And a chaste place, clearly; she wouldn’t get that pleasure here. The scream of a child at first struck her as just another inevitable feature of the underworld, until she looked for the source of the noise and spotted a girl with wild black hair staring up at her from beside the wagon, smiling broadly. The girl bent and put her hands on her knees and whooped again, as though Annabelle were a cat she wanted to play with. No more than 5 or 6 years old, she was dressed in a little girl’s version of the white community dress, but in her own cloak of eager innocence. How could Annabelle not smile back?

The girl pranced beside the wagon until Artemis pulled the reins and the horse stopped beside the house.

“Kom kijken naar onze nieuwe kittens!” the girl screamed.

“English,” Artemis said.

“Come see our new mousers!” the girl urged, and when Annabelle raised her eyebrows in uncertainty, the girl laughed.

“Not now, Sarah,” Artemis said, slipping from the wagon and wrapping the horse’s reins around a post. “How’s your momma?”

“She said come outside and wait for you,” Sarah said. “I obeyed her.”

“Most likely she’d had enough of your prattling,” Artemis proposed drily, and he stepped around the back of the wagon and offered his arm to Annabelle, and she gripped it and stepped carefully to the cool black earth, at risk of toppling due to her bound ankles, the numbness of her feet, exhausted dizziness.

“What’s your name?” Sarah asked.

“Annabelle.”

“Annabelle,” the girl repeated thoughtfully. “What’s your full name?”

“That’s my only name,” Annabelle said.

The words came out of her before she could consider them, but they were true, and it’s what she would say from now on. Annabelle. My name is Annabelle. My father is already dead, and I am dying too, slowly, courtesy of my mother. I am not of either of them.

I never was.

“Let’s find you shoes,” Artemis said, turning toward the back of the house, and Annabelle followed, Sarah trotting behind.

“Do you have babies?” she asked.

“No,” Annabelle replied.

“Momma has seven and a part.”

“A part?”

“Because he has to come out of her first, and he might die first,” Sarah said, “so he’s not the whole baby.”

Annabelle smiled weakly at the viable logic, and she followed Artemis up the steps and through the door into a room with a dozen coats on pegs, two dozen well-worn, ankle-high leather boots ordered neatly by size on the floor, and shelves laden high with tins, wooden boxes, glass jars. In the far corner was a short wooden crate, opened at the top, and Artemis pointed toward that. “Take what you need there,” he said, “and then any shoes that fit.”

Annabelle knelt at the crate, Sarah close beside her, and the girl reached in and yanked out a pair of socks, one red, one blue striped, but the same general size, and Annabelle sat to put them on, bunching them against her cuffs.

“What’s that?” Sarah asked, touching Annabelle’s chain.

She found the question profoundly, unexpectedly embarrassing, so she said nothing, just crawled on her hands and knees to the row of shoes.

“Papa calls them ketenen,” Sarah said.

Annabelle shrugged, found a pair of shoes that might work, pulled them on.

“What do you call them for English?” the girl asked.

Annabelle looked at the girl, grimaced.

“Chains?” Sarah said. “Are they your chains? Do you call them that?”

Was she trying to be cruel? Was she trying to humiliate? Or was she, like any other little girl, zeroing in on the artifact of her world she found the most disturbing, provocative, awkward, because that was where the most learning was to be had? Probably the latter. These did not seem to be cruel people, and Sarah was but a child.

“Yes,” Annabelle said simply, lacing her shoes up to her cuffs and knotting them tightly.

“Do they hurt?” Sarah asked.

Annabelle shuffled to her feet and turned toward Artemis, who was waiting by the door that led into the house.

“Sarah,” he said, “zorg voor de kittens.”

The girl dashed outside and Annabelle followed Artemis inside, passing through a large room lit only by two large windows, occupied by a teen boy and girl, the boy at a table with various wooden parts spread out before him, the girl in a chair in the corner, sewing, and Annabelle guessed this was Bethel, the creator of her patchwork dress.

Neither looked up as she passed. She would ignore them as well.

Artemis made his way to a small door, through it and up a steep, narrow flight of stairs, and Annabelle hobbled after him.

Every part of this house had its own smell, of unwashed bodies first, then of baked bread and spiceless cooking, of raw wood and settled dirt and, at the top of the stairs, sewage.

Artemis stopped at the first door on the left, pushed it open, and muttered something in his language through it, and he turned and said nothing more, leaving Annabelle to watch him descend briskly back down the stairs.

With no other choice but to enter, Annabelle pushed the door open, and under the light of two large windows, she found a slight woman sitting up on a bed barely larger than a twin, blond hair hidden mostly by a close-fitting black cap, eyes lightly closed, belly high under a quilt made with the same kind of stitching that formed Annabelle’s dress.

“Ma’am?” Annabelle said softly.

The woman opened her eyes, gestured to something on the far side of the bed.

“Empty this,” she said.

Annabelle shuffled around the bed, confirmed that this was the room shared by husband and wife, a pair of man’s boots by the wall, shirts and pants and coats hung on hooks and stacked on a single shelf, and she found beneath the slightly opened window the pot of waste, fashioned by some art for this purpose, a carved seat at the top attached with a hinge to the chamber below it. Annabelle raised the handle, hoisted it, clomped out of the room, down the stairs, past the boy and girl doing whatever it was they were doing. The boy looked up this time, watched her pass. She went outside, wondered if she should dump the contents of the bucket in the yard before she recognized the little shed as an outhouse, complete with the half-moon carved into the door.

Everything about this was strange, uncomfortable, surreal. And yet, the problem was as old as time, and Annabelle reached for the leather strap that served as a doorknob as though she’d been doing it all her life.

“It don’t go there!” Sarah shrieked before she laughed at the same volume. Annabelle turned and looked at the girl, who was holding a gray kitten in each hand. “It goes in here,” she said, trotting to a white iron disk, placing both of her bare feet atop it. When Annabelle reached it, Sarah put both kittens into one mewling hand, bent, wrapped her little fingers around the handle set into the middle of the disk, pulled, and Annabelle held her breath and dumped the contents of the pot into the hole.

Done with the first chore of her new life, Annabelle headed back to the house

“Ye must wash it, Miss!” Sarah shouted.

Annabelle turned to the girl, trying to remember what she was like when she was five years old. This was her boss now, this girl. Strange.

She followed Sarah to a pump at the front of the house, and the girl used her whole body to raise and lower the handle, filling a small can with water before she offered it, brimming and sloshing, to the family’s temporary slave girl.

Annabelle dumped the water into the pot, guessed she shouldn’t dump it out right there.

“Where?” she asked, looking around. Both the horse and wagon were gone, moved elsewhere as part of the farm’s mysterious processes.

The girl pointed wordlessly toward the largest tree in the front of the yard, and after Annabelle had finished with the rinse, she made her way back into the house through the back, up the stairs and to the door where Artemis’ wife waited to give birth, her eyes closed.

“Mrs. Trakkhousen?” Annabelle said, noting with relief that the sewage smell was mostly gone.

“What do you know of birth?” the woman asked without opening her eyes.

“Nothing at all.”

“Why did he choose you?”

“He thought I’d been beaten,” Annabelle said, rounding the bed to put the pot down beneath the window, “so I wouldn’t mind the work.”

Mrs. Trakkhousen smiled slightly, opened her eyes, closed them again. “Have you been?”

“Not at all. How are you feeling?”

“Wearier than I should be.”

“This will be your eighth?” Annabelle asked.

The woman opened her eyes slowly, looked at the girl. Despite the age in her face, the wrinkles around her eyes, the wear inflicted by sun and weather and life outdoors, there was a youthfulness in her eyes, and something akin to humor that surprised Annabelle.

“More than eighth,” she said. “We’ve lost a few. Where were you raised?”

“Colorado,” Annabelle said, hoping the woman didn’t want to know anything else about her upbringing. A day after her world had fallen apart, its foundations a sham, its people a great disappointment, her first emotion was self-reproach. She was embarrassed about the whole thing.

“You’ve had schooling,” the woman said.

“I have.”

“When did you finish?”

“Education? I was 24.”

“Ours finishes at 14,” Mrs. Trakkhousen said with a light laugh. “You must know everything.”

“I don’t.”

“Do you know sewing?” she asked.

“No,” Annabelle said, holding up her hand and looking at the sleeve of her hideous dress. “Not as well as Bethel.”

“Baking?”

“I’ve done a little,” Annabelle said. “Maybe I can learn more.”

“You won’t need to learn anything, unless we have you back. Mr. Trakkhousen hasn’t found anyone we want more than once.”

“What kinds of things are you looking for?” Annabelle asked. It was in her interest to make these people happy. The ordeal of being stuck to the wall over breakfast was not her only concern, but it was high in her mind as a thing to avoid. Beyond that, however, she believed she could do worse than a place like this. They were treating her with at least some respect, and they’d dressed her and given her shoes. This was already somewhat better, she believed, than the factories she’d heard of, and the service roles where a girl was no more than a machine, working naked and chained all day in a windowless workhouse. Or giving pleasure pleasurelessly.

“Mind your manners, learn the way, do as told,” Mrs. Trakkhousen said.

“I’ll do my best,” Annabelle promised.

“Read me the Bible,” the woman said, gesturing toward the shelf. There was but one book there, black-covered, with gilt pages, and Annabelle took it, opened it to the middle, noticed the archaic script and the entirely foreign words.

“It’s . . . is this German?” Annabelle asked.

“You speak it?”

“No.”

“Can you read it?”

“I can try.”

“Go to the first page, try there,” Mrs. Trackkhousen said. “I’ll understand.”

Annabelle, moved to the window next to the shelf, flipped to the first page and put her finger on the first line, reading slowly, hesitantly:

Am Anfang schuf Gott Himmel und Erde, und die Erde war wüst und leer, und es war finster auf der Tiefe; und der Geist Gottes schwebte auf dem Wasser, und Gott sprach: Es werde Licht! und es ward Licht, und—

“Annabelle?” Artemis shouted from the foot of the stairs.

“Yes?” Annabelle said back.

“Will you come down here? You are needed.”

Annabelle closed the Bible and put it back on the shelf.

“Sorry,” she whispered to the woman, but Mrs. Trakkhousen showed no reaction, her eyes closed and her face serene.

Annabelle was still getting used to walking in chains, and she paused at the top of the stairs and watched herself, in a video created by her own imagination, catching her foot and tumbling down the steep hard steps. Bitter as she was when she began the day, as hopeless as life had become, crippling herself on her first day of common labor was not just a bad thing to her, not just a painful thing—it would also be failure. And, miserable as this new life was, she would not fail at it.

Artemis stood at the foot of the stairs, peering up at her, and she tromped down the stairs to him, disturbed at every step by the noise of her chains now that she had seen the quietude of Mrs. Trakkhousen’s gestational existence.

“How is the lady?” Artemis asked.

“She’s resting,” Annabelle said. “I was reading the Bible to her.”

“You read German?”

“No,” Annabelle said, following Artemis toward the back door, casting a quick glance at the girl, still sewing, and at the place where the boy had been, the table still strewn with parts, but the boy himself gone. “She said she could understand, though.”

“There will be time for that later,” he said. “We can have Caleb teach you how to speak the letters, if there’s time. But we need you in the barn.”

The day was warming, the temperature already into the 60s and rising, and Annabelle willed the bright sun to shine on her face and wake her. She guessed the time at somewhere between eight and nine. She would be pouring her second cup of coffee by now, brewing it herself on the Inglewood she’d gotten for her last birthday. Did these people even drink coffee?

“You’ll be making power for us,” Artemis said as they neared the barn’s large side door, open wide. The barn’s interior, beyond the wood chips and dirt that glowed in the morning sun, was dim but not as dark as Annabelle had expected. In the corner to the right, the boy who had been working on parts inside was here now, on a short stool, peering at something on a squat table, illuminated by an incongruous bulb mounted on the wall above him.

“You have electricity?” Annabelle asked.

“A little left,” Artemis said. “We need more. That will be your job.”




Chapter 5: God’s Power

The Trakkhousen’s barn was just as one would expect it, an orderly place with a wealth of accoutrements dedicated to agriculture. Hay in tight bundles lay in stacks against the far wall and in the loft as well amidst other livestock foodstuffs: a crib of corn, two wooden troughs of blond-green grass, a table with an apple and a handful of carrots. The old standardbred had been put back in her stall, her head emerging above the door. Two goats wandered free through the area where the heavy equipment was kept, one thing Annabelle recognized as a plow, the rest of it beyond her ken even though none of it bore the hallmarks of modern technology—here were no engines, no exhaust pipes, no giant wheels or dashboards. As Annabelle’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, she made out a wall of hooks burdened with tools, and beyond it Sarah’s shape, the girl sitting on a stack of hay in the corner, bent with attention toward something in her lap that Annabelle assumed was more kittens.

With the barn’s major features canvassed, Annabelle returned her attention to the boy at the table, and he looked up at her as she followed Artemis.

Annabelle was expecting—and hoping for—a conversation between father and son. In her mind, Artemis would tell him Annabelle’s name, and they’d discuss what Annabelle was going to do, and she’d listen and learn or, if they insisted on speaking in that strange language, at least she’d get a sense of their relationship. Maybe one of them would laugh at the other’s joke, maybe Artemis would speak sternly, or warmly, or plainly. Maybe he’d even introduce the girl, in English:

This is Annabelle. She’ll be a temporary member of the team, just here for a couple of days, but she’s got outstanding credentials, she’s already shown a lot of promise, and we might have her back. She’s a quick learner, and she wants to contribute and grow professionally, so don’t be afraid to challenge her.

None of that happened, of course.

“Do as he says,” Artemis told her before he turned away, and Annabelle watched him leave through the great door, his body silhouetted by the blazing morning light.

She looked at the boy, and he returned her gaze with a minimum of interest. He had just started growing a beard, the fuzz on his chin and jawline, none under his nose. He was dark-haired, serious, handsome.

“Here,” he said, pointing to something near the wall.

Annabelle followed his finger, shuffling over the barn’s dirt floor, arriving at . . . well, what was it? It was a thing that did not belong here, that was Annabelle’s first impression. It was made of white molded plastic, with a waist-high post. A vacuum cleaner? No, it was bigger than that. And there were what looked like pedals, or places to put your feet, and places for your hands too, where you would grip. Like exercise equipment, like something you’d see at a gym.

A blue lightning bolt and a name had been printed on the white base. “PortaCurrent.” A black cable ran from the machine to a large black box, also set against the wall, and the light above was plugged into it, as was something the boy was holding.

“You’ll need to work that, Miss,” the boy said, rising and stepping away.

Annabelle, groggy as she was, and unschooled as she was in electrical matters, concluded this was a foot-operated generator and, further, her feet would do the work.

Her shackles weren’t coming off, Annabelle knew, remembering that Artemis had declined the proffered key when she was bound and sent off with him. But the generator was designed for someone in her condition, she realized as she stepped gingerly onto the machine. Instead of pedals, it featured two small platforms, and the person tasked with powering it would march in place, pressing down with one foot, then the other, the chain long enough to accommodate all the motion needed.

She’d used equipment like this at the university’s student fitness center, but this machine had been built to its own pattern, and it took her a few strokes to work out a smooth gait. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the sudden flashing of a red light on the black box beside her and knew it must be responding to her efforts.

Her first sentiment, oddly, was satisfaction. This was the labor of a beast, no better than being harnessed to a plow or pushing a cart, but the flashing red light told her she was doing something, and something better than breaking earth or moving something heavy. Making electricity.

And moving this way, just raising and dropping her feet—it was like walking. It felt good. Were she to be told to simply stand, or sit, she would probably fall asleep. Moving her feet in the cool, dark barn was invigorating.

The boy appeared before her with two lengths of rope, and without speaking to her or looking at her, he looped one twice around her right wrist, knotted it, passed the other end through a ring set into the bar between her hands, tied it to a cleat set further down the post. He secured her left wrist the same way and returned to his table.

Ropes weren’t chains. They could stretch, be untied with determined fingers, worn through if you could find something raspy to rub them against. But the point, Annabelle quickly realized, wasn’t meant to secure her inescapably, only to discourage her departure and to make clear that this was her job, something she should do until she was untied.

Nor did this small additional indignity disappoint her. She’d grown up with a mother in chains, she’d been familiarized with restraints since she was a girl, and she’d never had reason to doubt their necessity or inevitability. Once, in a moment that lived on in her mind as disquietingly spiritual, she’d been bound to a table so people could eat off her body.

So Annabelle marched, breathed, listened to the whir of the generator at her feet, watched the flashing red light and the brightening bare bulb above her head, and sometimes looked at the boy and what he was doing. The little tool he was working with made a range of sounds, sometimes a high-pitched whine, sometimes a grinding rumble, as he applied it to little pieces of wood and iron.

She couldn’t do this all day. The shoes were rubbing her feet in unaccustomed ways. After what she guessed was 45 minutes, physical weariness was competing with her mental exhaustion. She was starting to sweat. When she lowered her face to her sleeve to wipe her forehead, the boy looked up at her as though startled. Did he think she was about to faint? Or untie herself with her teeth?

“I’m good, just a little hot,” she said.

The boy nodded, returned briefly to his work before he stood and unbound Annabelle’s wrists and motioned her to follow him to a makeshift bench, just a plank of wood on two upturned iron kegs.

There he sat, looking forward, hands on his thighs, saying nothing, not looking at anything in particular, unoccupied by a phone or a laptop or Annabelle either. This was a break, Annabelle began to realize. This is what these people did when they weren’t working.

After little more than a minute, the silence became more than Annabelle could tolerate.

“What are you working on?” she asked.

“The mill,” he said, looking forward.

“The mill?” Annabelle said. “Like a mill for . . . turning?”

The boy smiled and looked at her, clearly amused by her question. He raised one hand up, flat, and turned it back and forth. “Wind turns the mill,” he said. He made a first with his other hand, lowered it and spun it. “And that drives the roots. And the parts wear out, and I fix them, or make new parts.”

“You’re an engineer,” Annabelle ventured.

“I fix mills,” the boy corrected, immediately embarrassing the girl. Why had she said that? Why had she called him an engineer? Was she trying to bridge the gulf between them, assigning him a professional ranking commensurate with her own? She didn’t know, but she felt ridiculous all the same.

“I’m Annabelle,” she said.

“Josh.”

“Hello, Josh.”

“Hmm.”

Silence was better than this, so she opted for silence for the rest of their break, and after what was maybe five minutes, or ten minutes of what she found to be excruciating silence, he rose and she followed him back to the machine, and she stepped onto it, put her feet where they belonged, held out her hands without complaint and watched him bind her wrists.

“Will there be water?” she asked, feeling instantly stupid for waiting until now to bring the matter up, but there was nothing she could do about it. Her mind and body had chosen this moment to alert her to her urgent thirst.

Josh unbound her and, not appearing at all put out, retrieved a large glass mug from beneath his table and pointed to the door of the barn.

“Have you seen the pump?” he asked.

Yes, she’d seen a pump, she thought, something she’d used to rinse out Mrs. Trakkhousen’s pot. They drank from that?

“In front of the house?”

“Ey.”

“Okay,” she said, stepping off the machine and heading to the door. She thought the boy would escort her, maybe go with her to get his own drink, but he returned to his table and resumed his work. He trusted her, apparently. Or trusted the chain between her ankles. “Thanks. I’ll be back.”

As she shuffled out of the barn and toward the corner of the house, she studied the mug in her hand, plain glass but with a handle, like a beer stein. The traces of water at the bottom told her this was what Josh drank from. Maybe everyone in the family drank from it. Did they believe in germs?

“I know my alphabet,” Sarah announced, skipping up behind her.

“Do you know your numbers?” Annabelle asked.

“Yes.”

“How old are you?” Annabelle asked.

“Five.”

“How many fingers is that?”

“Five,” the girl said, holding up her hand, fingers and thumb extended. “We have eleven cats.”

“Does that include the new kittens?”

“I beg your pardon, Miss?”

“Do the eleven cats include the new kittens that were born? That you were playing with?” Annabelle asked.

“You should say I beg your pardon when you don’t hear something.”

“Yes, that’s polite,” Annabelle agreed.

“You shouldn’t wear that dress.”

“It’s what your father gave me.”

“You were making God’s power for Josh.”

“I was. It’s sometimes called electricity.”

“When the girls make God’s power, they’re naked.”

They reached the pump, and Annabelle was glad for the girl’s company, because this was a two-person job, one moving the handle, one holding the mug.

“Will you move the handle for me again?” Annabelle asked.

“There’s one moon,” Sarah said, again using her whole body to draw the water, and with the second pull, it rushed out, and Annabelle waited until it was almost full to drink, gratefully filling herself with water that was surprisingly cold and primordially pure, as only water taken from deep within the Earth could be. Here was a thing she could enjoy.

She drank, filled the mug again with Sarah’s help, drank half of it and filled it to the top a third time, for her coming exertions as well as for Josh.

“Thank you, Sarah,” Annabelle said when the girl raised the pump’s iron arm yet again. “I think that’s all I need.”

“May I have some, Miss?” the girl said, not waiting for an answer, simply running up to Annabelle, reaching up and grabbing the mug. “This is a fruit from my labor,” she added, pulling the mug toward herself so quickly the top inch of water splashed across her face. The girl barely drank before she handed the mug back, turned and headed to the barn at full tilt, Annabelle struggling to keep up.

“Sarah?” Annabelle said, and the girl stopped and turned. “I need to go to the bathroom.”

“Piss oder scheisse?” Sarah asked.

Annabelle had to stare at the girl for a long moment while she worked through the context to understand her meaning.

“Just water,” Annabelle said.

“You go in the weeds,” Sarah said.

“Which weeds?”

“I’ll show you,” Sarah said, handing the water back to Annabelle and racing ahead, rounding the barn and rushing to its large door.

“Joshua! Joshua Tree!” Sarah screamed.

“Warum schreist du?” Josh inquired from within the barn, his voice barely audible.

“Annabelle is about to piss in the weeds!” Sarah screamed joyously. “I’m going to show her how!”

“Tchk!” Josh replied with annoyance.

“Right here, Miss!” Sarah shouted, dancing around a patch of weeds a few yards from the corner of the barn.

“Could you hold this please?” Annabelle asked, handing the mug to Sarah. “Or maybe you should just take it to your brother.”

To Annabelle’s disappointment, Sarah took the mug and simply stood and watched. Not that there was anything to see, other than a girl in a dress lowering herself over a patch of graying, early-autumn weeds.

Annabelle finished, wished she had something to wipe with, stood and went to the door of the barn, where Sarah had poured out a little of the water into the dry dirt, making a thin mud canvas to scratch figures into. Annabelle paused to watch the child’s quick fingers trace out a cat’s face, a horned ram, and what looked at first like a horse with a hobble, until Sarah scratched a horn rising high and straight from its head.

Annabelle slipped into the barn and Sarah followed, delivering the mug of water to Josh and dancing briefly before she took up her station beside one of the beams that held up the barn’s loft.

“Would you like it off?” Josh asked, nodding toward Annabelle’s dress.

“Yes,” Annabelle said, unsurprised. Sarah had already warned her that electricity generation was done disrobed. “I’m afraid it already needs to be washed, though. I’ve been sweating some.”

“Hang it there,” Josh said, pointing to a place where a few wooden pegs had been mounted into the wall, each angled up at a precise 45 degrees, not a nail or metal hook visible.

Annabelle bent, grabbed the hem of her dress, stopped. “I don’t have anything on under it,” she warned. It didn’t worry her, of course. Nudity, like restraints, was something one learned growing up as a subject. She just wanted to be sure the simple people of this pastoral place could tolerate it, and that Josh had no qualms about letting his little sister see it.

Josh shrugged, unsurprised, and this was old hat for Sarah as well, apparently, so Annabelle raised the dress in a single motion, glad to have it off both for reasons of fashion and because the cool air brought her damp skin to life. She put the garment’s high neck around a peg and looked down at her nipples, confirmed they were as hard as they ever got, and assumed Josh had seen all this before and was able to work through it in whatever way he preferred.

Still in her work boots, which she felt gave her an aura of the burlesque, she ambled back over to the machine.

“May I take off my shoes?” she asked. “They’re starting to hurt a little.”

“Eh,” Josh agreed.

She crouched, unlaced her shoes and pushed them off, removed her mismatched socks too and stuffed them into the shoes, set them next to the machine, and she set her feet on the pedals and looked at the ceiling while the boy tied her wrists and, she knew with a female sixth sense, looked at her breasts, her belly, her black pubic hair.

She started pushing against the plates before he was finished tying her, and she watched the red light flash on and looked down at herself and over at the place where Sarah had been standing, but the girl was gone. Annabelle’s mind turned to what she would be doing instead of this—hunched over her keyboard, laboring over the fine points of Tubman Inc.’s leveraged stock buyback, and imagining her time with the next fellow subject she rented. A male this time, maybe Joseph if he was available. Her last rental was a girl, someone new, and she’d enjoyed her, and they’d spent the night together before the girl was taken away in chains, as they all were.

It was a peculiar existence, was it not? This was not terrible in comparison. There were times practicing law that made her anxious, even biologically panic-stricken once or twice. And she’d get burned out sometimes as well. She had prescriptions for the dark moments, when they came. All her pills were still at the last real home she’d known, but she wasn’t sure she’d need them here.

Josh seemed to have a clock in his head, and after another round of diligence with the parts on his table, maybe an hour or so, he stood and nodded to Annabelle, and she stopped pedaling, leaned forward, panting and rubbing her wet face against the backs of her bound hands, the sweat streaming down her back and bottom, across and around her breasts, down her thighs.

“Thank you,” she said as he untied her wrists, and this time, when she followed him to the ad hoc bench and they sat and communed wordlessly, she didn’t mind. This was how these people were. They spoke when spoken to, were comfortable with silence. She could do silence for a while. She needed to catch her breath.

At the law firm, she’d been allowed to use the treadmill in the breakroom a few times a week, and though her exercise was casual, just enough to get winded and get her heart rate somewhere around 140 beats per minute, she was grateful for the preparation. Generating energy wasn’t hard labor, just a brisk walk, really, but after an hour without a break, compounded upon a sleepless night, she was exhausted. But she was curious about what Josh was doing, too. Maybe it wasn’t engineering, but it wasn’t mere farming either.

“What parts are you working on?” she asked, not to make conversation so much as to understand. The windmills that dotted this community were made of giant fans atop towers taller than any house, but some critical part of their functioning was represented by the small parts Josh had set before him on his table. How something so big could depend on parts so small was outside anything she had learned in college. But truthfully, she was looking for a long, laborious explanation, both because it would delay her return to the machine and because it might distract her from the pain of a loss she was still only beginning to comprehend, its stabs intermittently fierce, including right now.

“It’s a sheared bit in the gearbox,” Josh replied, and Annabelle nodded as though she understood.

“How did it get, um, sheared?” she asked.

“Overuse, not enough oil, wind’s moods come mixed,” Josh said. Annabelle suspected that’s all he was going to say, so she let her mind wander through his meaning, the mixing of the wind’s moods and all the rest, and she might have stayed there with her eyes aimed up at something far away if she hadn’t noticed a sudden darkness in the bright barn door.




Chapter 6: The Reading of Annabelle

Lowering her gaze with mild alarm, Annabelle saw the silhouette of a horseman, classically shaped from the boots in the stirrups to his traditional black hat. Pausing briefly so he could duck, he goaded the horse forward, and the restless beast stomped its hooves a few paces from where Josh and Annabelle rested.

In the barn’s dimness, Annabelle was able to make out the man’s features, blond hair spilling out under his hat, sensitive, perceptive blue eyes, and an overall softness that didn’t seem to fit here. He was either a teen or had just reached his 20s, she suspected, making him at least five years her junior.

Josh and the newcomer spoke their own language briefly, familiarly, and she guessed he must be the oldest brother, Caleb. Mixed in with Josh’s German was “Annabelle,” so she knew she was being introduced. The larger question however, of what her fate held this afternoon and evening with these people, was still something she could only guess at.

Josh rose and left the barn, and the man—or boy, really, young as he seemed to be—swung his leg off the horse and led it to a stall and spent some time with it, probably removing its saddle and bridle, Annabelle surmised, so she waited on the makeshift bench, because there was no reason to do anything she wasn’t asked to do.

The horse was another standardbred, chestnut, and when it neighed and snorted, the black horse answered back, and she compared herself to the two beasts, because there was nothing else to do.

She didn’t want pain. She didn’t want to be worked to exhaustion. She wanted food, shelter, and rest. What else did she want? She’d encountered Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs more than once, starting in her second year of high school, and she tried to remember it now, to place her current self on it.

She’d spent 25 years self-actualizing, assuming the vague persona that she had decided years ago she would be: an academically-, professionally-driven slave girl. Those days were, obviously, over. She needed to accept that. Maslow’s second tier down, esteem, was also gone, probably never to be restored. Until yesterday morning, those highest two levels of the Hierarchy were all she was, the be-all/end-all of her existence. Should she give up everything then, descend to a personal nihilism in which death became inevitable, via either action or inaction? No, she said to herself, but barely. I will keep living for now, even if it must be as a husk of what I was, the shell of Annabelle Tillman, like something you find on the beach, nice enough on the outside but empty of anything within, no life, no growth.

Hold it to your ear and hear the sad hiss of what once was.

What was next on the hierarchy? Annabelle searched her memory. Social. Something social. Family. Community. Romance. And they were all gone too. Or at least gone in the way she had known them: her father, dead before she knew of his parentage; her mother, an existential betrayer.

The hierarchy left nothing for her but the concerns of an animal. Avoid pain and tend toward the basic wants of beasts.

I am a horse

Yes, I am a horse.

But horses abide, do they not?

“Caleb?” she said to the form touching the muzzle of the older standardbred, the one that had drawn the cart that morning. He turned to look at her, startled perhaps, if the sudden motion was any indication. She couldn’t see his face. “Your father told me you’ll be teaching me to pronounce German.”

He stepped over to her, the illumination and his nearness indicating something between consternation and amusement.

“I’m Annabelle,” she said, standing and taking one short step forward, well aware of the contrast between her bound nudity and what she’d proposed. And she held out her hand because she could not do otherwise, the gesture burned into her mind through years of urgent self-training in the art of socialization.

“Caleb,” he said, taking her hand in his, loosely at first, but tightening his grip to match hers while he yielded to an inevitable socialization as well, eyes raking her body. “You don’t speak German?”

“I studied French,” she said. “But I was reading the Bible to your mother this morning, in German, and I think I did it badly.”

Caleb laughed, husky and sincere, and pushed his hat up from his forehead and crossed his arms to appraise his family’s temporary slave, looking only at her face now.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

“Yes. What time is it?”

“You didn’t hear the bell?”

“No,” Annabelle replied. “Or maybe, now that you mention it. But it meant nothing to me. I’ve never told time by a bell.”

“It tolled twelve times,” Caleb said. “It’s midday.”

“Lunch time,” Annabelle noted. “Will I be fed?”

“Not like that,” he said, eyes grazing her body again.

“My dress is over there,” Annabelle said, pointing.

“Will you put it on?”

“I only took it off because I was sweating,” Annabelle said. “I was on the generator.”

Annabelle studied the boy’s face. Was he amused now? Or judging? These were not people who wore their emotions openly, but she sensed a subtle irony in his eyes.

She turned, shuffled to the dress, pulled it off the hook, lifted it up and allowed gravity to bring it down past her wide hips, wriggling her arms to get her hands through the sleeves. It was still distressingly damp, around the neck, under the arms, across the back. She returned to her shoes and socks, sat, examined the red skin on her heels and the sides of her big toes, confirmed that there were no blisters yet, and pulled everything on while she looked up at Caleb again.

“Where were you?” she asked.

“Where was I?” he asked, and now a smile broke across his features, and Annabelle sensed that her question surprised him.

“You were on a horse,” she said, standing, shuffling toward the barn door. “Did you take it somewhere?”

“She took me,” Caleb said, following her out the barn and toward the house.

They reached the back door, she opened it, held it for Caleb, was immediately struck by the new smells here, unwashed human essence supplanted entirely by food, by roasted beef and baked bread and a what might have been squash, and she followed the sound of voices, speaking German humorlessly in the room she had seen before, with its large, long table, eight Trakkhousens gathered around it, including the matriarch, seated at the far end of the table while the males stood behind their chairs and two girls, one Annabelle had seen before, one she had not, brought food in from the kitchen on unfinished wooden boards.

Caleb pointed to a stool at the far corner of the table, and Annabelle stood behind it, looking at the dull silver plate before her and the plates that matched it around the table. Pewter, she concluded.

“Gott in Himmel,” Artemis began, and everyone dropped their heads while the father spoke to their deity at some length, and Annabelle’s mouth was watering before everyone sat and served themselves and passed dishes and said nothing.

Hungry as the girl was, she took her cues on portions from the rest of the family. From the dish of steaming beef, she took a single piece, but grabbed more of the produce, potatoes and squash and something leafy, and a hunk of bread and butter.

As soon as plates were filled, the German chatter resumed, mostly serious and stern, without laughter, Artemis speaking often, Midge less so, and only faintly and briefly under the burden of her advanced pregnancy. They seemed to be reporting things to each other, and Artemis seemed to be issuing instructions, and based on tone and body language, Annabelle sensed a consensual approach, questions being raised, instructions being modified, agreements for next steps reached with a minimum of conflict. Annabelle listened with but half her mind, her main focus on the food before her, because the early breakfast was but a memory and she was still compensating for yesterday’s foodless trip.

The first round of laughter was provoked by the five-year-old Sarah, who said “katzen” more than once, “miau” several times, suggesting to Annabelle she was discussing the new litter of kittens in the barn.

“Und, die schwarze Katzen, sie heisst Finger Essen,” Sarah announced earnestly, looking puzzled when her words were greeted with laughter.

“English,” said Caleb when the laughter subsided, and Annabelle noticed he was staring directly at her, and she stared back and smiled, uncertain if he was speaking to her, and why he would call her English.

“Sister says she’ll name a kitten Finger Eating,” he said, prompting a few more quiet chuckles. “What do you think of that?”

“Does the kitten eat fingers?” Annabelle asked, an obvious question, but humorous nonetheless to this family, and they laughed and spoke in German to each other, and she understood nothing but the words “English” and “Annabelle,” and Midge, the mother, had more to say on this than any other topic. Caleb rose, clomped upstairs, returned with the Bible Annabelle had read earlier, and handed it to her.

“Mother wishes to hear you read again,” he told her.

“Before you help me with pronunciation?” Annabelle protested, looking around the table, all eyes on her. “I’m sure I’m ruining the language.”

“I’ll help later,” Caleb said. “Start where you want.”

Annabelle opened at the middle of the book and began reading in the middle of a verse, all of it nonsense to her:

Warum bin ich nicht gestorben von Mutterleib an? Warum bin ich nicht umkommen, da ich aus dem Leibe kam? Warum hat man mich auf den Schoß gesetzet? Warum bin ich mit Brüsten gesäuget? So läge ich doch nun und wäre stille, schliefe und hätte Ruhe mit den Königen und Ratsherren auf Erden, die das Wüste bauen; oder mit den Fürsten, die Gold haben und ihre Häuser voll Silbers sind; oder wie eine unzeitige Geburt verborgen und nichts wäre, wie die jungen Kinder, die das Licht nie gesehen haben. Daselbst müssen doch aufhören die Gottlosen mit Toben; daselbst ruhen doch, die viel Mühe gehabt haben. Da haben doch miteinander Frieden die Gefangenen und hören nicht die Stimme des Drängers. Da sind beide klein und groß, Knecht und der von seinem HERRN frei gelassen ist. Warum ist das Licht—”

“Stille,” Artemis said, and Annabelle stopped reading and looked up, all of the family staring back at her. If they were amused by her fumbling delivery, they didn’t show it. Even Sarah was quiet and somber.

More conversation followed, Annabelle listening, attending the sounds of the words, noticing family members peering at her at times, and she decided they must be talking about her, not negatively as far as she could tell. The final words of the meal were spoken by Artemis, prompting all to rise, so she did as well. Caleb tapped her shoulder a moment later, she turned and followed him out of the house, across the yard and back to the barn, watching him from behind, comparing him to the boys she’d known at college, to the lawyers she’d worked with, to her lovers. He was not so different.

“Where’s Micah?” she asked as they neared the structure’s great door.

“You know him, then?” Caleb asked, turning and stopping and looking at the girl with what she understood was mock suspicion.

“I haven’t yet,” she said. “I only know his name. Younger than Sarah, correct?”

“Younger than us all, until Mama’s belly opens to the next one,” Caleb said. “She can’t have him around while she waits, so he’s being kept.”

“How old is he?”

“Not yet 3.”

“Are you going to teach me how to read German now?”

“If you like,” Caleb replied. “I’d put you on the mill again, but the coffer’s full.”

“You mean the battery?” Annabelle asked.

“So you say it,” Caleb said, pointing to the bulb that still burned from its station in the wall. “No English has ever filled it before.”

Briefly, brightly, Annabelle glowed as well, and just as quickly, everything fizzled, because the praise, if that’s what it even was, meant nothing. It was worse than nothing. She was this family’s best horse. Yesterday, she was a lawyer.

“How bad was my reading?” she asked.

“It wasn’t unsound,” Caleb said. “We understood it, all of us. Do you like being naked?”

Annabelle, heading to the makeshift bench where she’d rested with Josh, turned to regard Caleb carefully. There was no frame of reference for the question, no place of familiarity, socially or culturally, she could go to understand its intent, no context from which to couch her answer.

She liked being naked with lovers, of course. She preferred to be nude when laboring. Among other naked slaves, it was simply what one did. She’d gone naked in Japan once, barhopping in chains with her colleagues, being used as a table for food, found it in hindsight to be either demeaning or stimulating, depending on her mood. But here? In the presence of this boy, this family, this village?

“It depends,” she said, the simple answer also the best. “Not if it’s cold. Not if anyone’s around that doesn’t like it. Why?”

“It’s just a thing I’ve wondered about,” he replied. “You are a sad girl.”

“Sad yesterday,” Annabelle said. “And today.”

“Why?”

Annabelle considered sharing her history with Caleb, but the story would be long, convoluted, and probably incomprehensible to a boy raised here, among these people. “I’d rather not say,” she eventually replied.

“Mama says you went to school for 25 years,” Caleb persisted. “Does that bring you sadness?”

What was it about these people and their artless questions?

“I’m 25,” she said. “I didn’t go to school for 25 years. But I went a long time. Nineteen years, I think. But that means a certain life, and then when it’s taken away from you . . .”

“What were you trained in?”

“The law,” Annabelle said, surprised the boy had succeeded in wresting this much information from her. “I was a lawyer.”

Standing above her as she sat, he nodded and betrayed what might be surprise in his otherwise impassive face.

“And now you’re here.”

“My owner sold me,” Annabelle said, in a tone that made it clear she was wrapping up this subject. “I was a lawyer yesterday. Today I do this. Are you going to teach me how to read German?”

“No English has read German so well,” Caleb said, provoking another misguided stab of pride.

“It didn’t sound like the way you speak though,” Annabelle said with an apologetic laugh. “I’m sure I butchered it.”

“For true then?” he said. “You wish to study it?”

“If there’s nothing else I need to do,” she said.

“Can you ride a horse?” he asked.

“Yes, but not like this,” she replied, gesturing toward her bound ankles.

“Papa has the key?”

“I don’t think so,” she said. “He said no when they asked, when they offered him the key at the, at the place where he got me.”

“Josh can free you,” Caleb said.

“He picks locks,” Annabelle ventured.

“He has the calling for mechanical things.”

“We’re riding then?” Annabelle asked. “This afternoon?”

“If you will.”

“I haven’t ridden in a few years,” she said. “I might be a little rusty.”

“You’ll do.”

“Where will we go?”

“Wherever I go.”

“And help you?” Annabelle said.

“We won’t go far,” Caleb said. “You’re needed for the infant.”

“I know nothing about delivering babies,” Annabelle said. “I know more about horses than infants.”

“No, the midwife does that,” Caleb said. “And if there’s trouble, we call, and Boise comes.”

“The boys?” Annabelle queried.

“Boise,” Caleb said, emphasizing the last syllable. “The big city north of here. They have a hospital when there’s a breach or something else catches.”

“You’re feeling the baby’ll come now?”

“Momma does,” Caleb said. “It’s why we got you.”

“What will I do?” Annabelle asked.

“Wait.”

“I mean, if the baby comes now?”

“You’ll do as the midwife tells you. Are you shy of blood?”

“Shy of blood?” Annabelle echoed. The question made no sense.

“When you see it.”

“Oh,” Annabelle said. “I don’t believe so. I haven’t been around much of it.”

“You ever seen a butchering?”

“Other than the way I read German, no.”

Caleb laughed, his humor making him sound like any other man, and if Annabelle closed her eyes, she might be able to convince herself she was still in college, still a law intern, still a lawyer.

“If I tie you, will you stay put?” Caleb asked.

“What?” Annabelle asked, certain she’d misheard.

“I must find Joshua,” Caleb said. “I’d prefer to leave you here.”

“Oh, yeah,” she said. “I’ll stay.”

Both of the ropes used to tie her hands to the generator still hung over the handles of the machine, and Caleb fetched one and motioned her to join him by one of the posts that ran down the middle of the barn. She offered her left hand, he looped the rope around it and knotted it, wrapped the other end around the post, knotted that, turned and left, leaving Annabelle to wonder anew at the methods of these strange people. He’d pulled both knots firmly, but either could be undone with sufficient effort from her free hand. There seemed to be some assumption here, and as Annabelle looked down at her bound wrist, she worked her way through the possibilities. She was too dumb to free herself, perhaps, or so passive she wouldn’t try, or she’d see the rope as an expression of her temporary owner’s preference and obey it like a spoken order. None of these possibilities reflected well on her. Really, nothing that had happened to her since yesterday morning reflected well on her. Chains and ropes were completely unnecessary. She’d do as she was told, no matter how demeaning the instructions. What was the alternative? Once again came the comparison between herself and a beast of burden, a tether necessary because words alone couldn’t be counted on to keep her from straying.

Her wrist had been tied to the post at the height it was when she stood. How long would Caleb be gone? He was going to find Josh. Was Josh in the house? A neighbor’s home? The next town over? Annabelle sat, scowled at the hand dangling from its bond, reached up and found that it could be slid down around the beam’s rough wood, so she pushed it down halfway, sat with her arms around her legs, dropped her face to her knees, became aware then of a palpable exhaustion, slid the rope the rest of the way down and dropped to her back.

Soft, cool dirt. A ceiling unburdened by electric light. The sighs of wind and what might be human voices, far away. A church bell, tolling the quarter hour perhaps, just four short gongs. And an all-encompassing weariness. She closed her eyes and did not open them until she heard two male voices, not far away.




Chapter 7: The Infant Comes

Annabelle rarely slept in the afternoon. There was always something else she could be doing, no matter how tired she was. But as she listened to the voices of the two men, speaking in hushed tones elsewhere in the barn, she was glad for her sleep, even proud of it. There had been nothing else to do, no one asking anything of her but that she await their return. Her wrist was still bound to the post, her ankles were still chained together, her borrowed, all-covering dress and shoes were still on, all of it unfamiliar to her before today, but it took her little time to sort things out, remember where she was, what she was doing, and the sudden tragedy of her existence.

She sat up, used her free hand to brush the dirt and wood chips from her hair, crossed her feet beneath her and turned so she could look at the two Trakkhausen boys, Caleb and Josh, talking in their own language near the horse stalls.

Caleb noticed her first.

“Awake, are you?”

“I am,” she confirmed.

He walked over, knelt beside the post and untied the rope there, unknotted it around her wrist, returned the rope to the generator.

Josh appeared at her feet, and she extended them from beneath her skirt so he could jab at the cuff around her right angle with a set of deftly-managed little tools, and the cuff opened as quickly as if he’d used a key. She offered her left ankle to him to do the same thing, but he didn’t open that cuff, simply closed the free cuff around it.

Annabelle felt a mild sting as she looked at her foot, two ugly metal rings locked around it joined by a chain that lay coiled in the dirt beneath her heel. She was a slave from one end to the other, from her collared neck to her left ankle, and anyone who saw her riding with Caleb would have no doubt.

Really, did it matter though?

She rose, took one rattling step, quickly arrived at a solution that felt like inspiration, and she dropped to one knee and began twisting the cuffs in opposite directions, pulling up the chain until its length was snug against her flesh. It wasn’t a perfect solution, two cuffs and a wrap of chain no one would confuse with jewelry. But it was better than almost a foot of chain dragging behind her with every step, swinging beneath her with every plod of the horse.

She headed over to the stables, where Caleb and Josh were each dressing one of the horses out for another trip. Caleb had his mare done first, and he opened the stall door and walked her to the barn’s doorway. Once Josh was done with the older horse, the one who had drawn the wagon, he led her from her stall, and he might have made it all the way to the barn door if Annabelle hadn’t held out her hand to take the reins.

“I’d like to get her used to me,” she explained, and Josh seemed glad to comply, giving up the reins and making his way back to the table where he’d been tinkering earlier.

The horse bore a Western saddle, a pattern of suns and moons embossed in the leather, with large wooden stirrups that Annabelle guessed had been set at the correct length. She reached up, grabbed the pommel and the back of the saddle, stuck her foot in the stirrup and arose, swinging her right leg wide and lowering herself into place with a single, fluid motion. She held up the reins with her left hand, adjusted herself, looked at Caleb and smiled.

“It’s been a few years,” she said. “I hope I don’t fall off.”

He nudged his horse and she responded immediately, exiting the barn and walking slowly over the grass. Annabelle goaded her animal the same way, and as her horse fell in behind Caleb’s, she looked at him and then across the valley and its scattered familial outposts, barns, homes, windmills, silos, and fields of grain and livestock. For a moment, she was lost in the scenic idyll before her, but the jostling of the horse brought her back to more pressing matters.

“Hey, Caleb?” she said. The boy immediately pulled his horse’s reins while he spun around to regard her.

“I’m really sorry about this,” she said. “But, um . . . can I pee somewhere? And, frankly, I need to do more than pee. And then, I don’t have on any underwear, so there’s some things I need—”

Caleb, without a hint of annoyance, whirled his horse around and headed the short distance to the family’s outhouse. Annabelle followed him with mortified gratitude, stopped a few yards from the little structure, dismounted and handed her reins to the boy.

“Sorry again,” she said, dashing into the outbuilding, relieved to find it unoccupied, not overwhelmingly odorous, and built more or less to accommodate a human body. She raised her dress up to her ribs, sat and emptied herself, sighing with this simple pleasure and reminding herself there was nothing to be ashamed of. These people all did this. They knew it was necessary. She panicked for only a moment when she noticed there was no toilet paper of the traditional variety, a roll on a rod set into the wall, but after a little searching, she found a stack of paper placed loosely in a bin between the toilet and wall, picked up the first sheet, noticed one side bore writing. She squinted at the sheet in the outhouse’s half-light, read the second half of a severability clause, followed by a section headed “Exclusivity” that she didn’t need to read, because she probably could have written it herself.

Despite her best efforts not to, Annabelle imagined the path the paper had taken to reach this place, starting with hardcopy boilerplate some law office no longer needed, handed over to Artemis or one of his neighbors, brought here on a wagon, distributed to outhouses, and finally delivered to the private places of these private people.

Okay, I’m still working with legal documents, Annabelle thought bitterly to herself as she passed the document between her legs, picked up two more sheets without reading them, tossed them down the hole and pushed her way back into the sunlight, desperately wishing she could wash her hands.

Caleb was still there, on his horse and holding the reins of her horse, simply staring serenely into the middle distance, not looking at her, not poking at a phone like anyone else his age would be doing.

Annabelle rounded her beast to climb up, had a second thought, went back to the outhouse and grabbed two more sheets of legalese, and once she was on her horse, she lifted up her skirt and put the paper between her openings and the saddle’s rich, brown leather. For once, Caleb’s impassive face registered surprise.

“I don’t want to get anything on the saddle,” she said. “But don’t worry, I’m not bleeding. Just, you know . . .” Her voice trailed off as she stared at his mystified expression, and her next words were her best attempt at changing the subject.

“These are beautiful horses,” she said. “I’m ready to go now. Thanks for waiting.”

Caleb reined his horse around, and Annabelle did the same, and by the time they’d reached the edge of the Trakkhausen’s property, the two animals were walking abreast.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“Midwife first, since there’s time,” Caleb said, pushing his hat up in front and regarding her. “We hope she likes you.”

“Likes me?” Annabelle said.

“If she doesn’t, you’ll stay in the barn when the baby comes,” he said.

“Okay,” Annabelle said evenly. “Can you give me some advice on how to get her to like me?”

“There’s naught you can do,” he said. “She likes me, she doesn’t like Josh. No one knows why, not even her.”

“She tells you that?” Annabelle asked in a new panic. Once again, her fate was completely out of her hands, subject to a stranger’s whim.

“She says many things one can’t make sense of,” Caleb said. “She seems to be a witch.”

“What’s her name?” Annabelle asked. The path their horses trod had widened, and it was bordered on both sides by a tidy red fence instead of the uncut brush closer to the house.

“Herr Caleb!” shouted a boy of no more than six, running barefoot from the front door of a home to the left.

“Guten Mittag, Isak,” Caleb said with a nod of his head.

Guten Mittag echoed through Annabelle’s mind. Guten. Good? Maybe. Mittag? Mid something? Mid-day?

Caleb and the boy chatted amiably in their language while the boy ran along the fence. Annabelle heard her name more than once, wondered what kinds of things they might be saying, what the boy might already know at his young age about girls who were someone else’s property, who had to do whatever you said once you’d paid for them.

At the corner of the property, where the red fence turned away from the lane, the boy had to stop.

“Auf wiedersehen, Herr Caleb!” he shouted. “Auf wiedersehen, Fraulein Annabelle!”

“Auf wiedersehen, Isak!” Annabelle replied, laughing as her words seemed to delight the boy, and he hopped to the first rail of the fence and shouted unintelligibly until they were out of earshot.

“I hope he doesn’t think I understand him,” Annabelle laughed.

“I told him you’re a quick study,” Caleb said.

“Well, thanks for that, but I hardly know a single word.” Annabelle paused. “And I’m a little lost on other matters too.”

“There’s time to answer you,” Caleb said, tipping his hat toward a woman on the other side of her yard, hanging out laundry to dry.

“Plumbing and electricity,” Annabelle said. “Everyone does without?”

“And many other things,” Caleb said.

“Why?”

“I’ve never met an English who could understand,” Caleb said.

“Try me.”

“We love our Lord,” Caleb said.

“Fair enough,” Annabelle said, finding the answer the most efficient, given this was a matter of faith. “But then, you do have that generator.”

“In the barn, aye,” Caleb agreed.

“That’s not a violation?” Annabelle asked.

“It’s not in the house,” Caleb said, and after a long pause, he looked at her. “May I ask a question, Miss?”

“Of course.”

“You spoke earlier of bleeding.”

“I did? Oh, right.”

“Is there a disorder?”

“What?” Annebelle said. “No, I said I wasn’t bleeding.”

“You said it as though you might.”

“My period’s not for a week or so,” Annabelle said, looking sharply at the boy. “You . . . you know about . . .”

He looked at her blankly.

“Maybe you have another word for it?” she ventured. “Women? They have a period every month? Or every four weeks, more accurately. And we . . .”

Caleb’s expression had shifted subtly, from mildly inquisitive to something more grim.

“You don’t know about this?” she asked, unable to conceal the surprise in her voice.

“I know there are mysteries,” Caleb said. “And they’ll be shared when the time is right.”

“You mean your mom will tell you?”

“No, not at all,” Caleb said. “My bride.”

“You’re engaged?” Annabelle asked.

“No.”

“Do you have any girls in mind?”

“No.”

“Is this line of questioning completely out of order?” Annabelle laughed, and she knew she was blushing.

“Why do you bleed every month?” Caleb asked.

“We all do,” Annabelle said. “During our child-bearing years. It’s . . . you honestly want to know?”

“I might.”

“Our uterus gets everything ready for the egg,” Annabelle said. “The fertilized egg. And if the egg doesn’t show, the uterus starts over.” Annabelle held up her hand and squeezed it into a fist. “It presses everything out and—”

Caleb held up his hand, and Annabelle abandoned the explanation.

“Okay, okay,” she said. “But ask me anything. Or not.”

They rode in silence for a time, Annabelle taking in the village, Caleb nodding or waving to everyone who turned toward them, and she smiled at those who stared at her despite their consistently indifferent expressions in return. She was an outlander, she knew, what they called English, and a slave to boot, an incomprehensible creature here. These people probably looked at their livestock with more familiarity.

“Why didn’t your father get the key?” she asked.

“Key to what?”

“To my ankles,” Annabelle said, holding up the leg with the two cuffs and the chain wrapped around it.

“Cost.”

“The key’s extra?” Annabelle said.

“Aye.”

“How much?” she asked, and when Caleb shrugged, she moved to the next question. “Why is the key extra?”

Caleb turned in his saddle to stare at her as the two mares plodded along beneath them. “So you no longer must hold your feet together.”

Caleb turned back in his saddle, giving Annabelle the distinct impression he didn’t want to say anything more about this, so she swallowed her next question and pondered the boy’s meaning, arriving there once her mind turned to the other things one might ask of a slave girl. She could still have sex in shackles, of course, but without them, it would be easier, more natural. But that mattered less to Annabelle now than the moral question, the ethical question. Her mind still worked like a lawyer’s, and her freed feet represented a violation. Not a crime, necessarily, possibly not even the breaching of an explicit contractual term, but a wrong at some level, no different from sharing an online subscription, disabling a paywall, hacking a promotional code. It happened everywhere, Annabelle knew, but she hadn’t expected it here, among these devout, simple people. Joshua had figured out a money-saving hack, presumably with his family’s blessing. Ultimately, he was a thief. But then, if Annabelle wasn’t used for sex, was it wrong? Her ankles had been freed only so she could ride a horse.

Ultimately, it came down to whatever contract applied here, if there even was a contract. Was this village so primitive they eschewed written agreements altogether? No, there would have to be a contract of some kind. You can’t even rent a scooter without making promises. What promises had Artemis Trakkhausen made to take Annabelle home? She’d never seen him sign anything. Maybe there was a master agreement between this village and that place that was keeping her, and there was probably some clause about not picking the locks on her chain, and Joshua and his family had violated that clause. But then, what was the material harm? How much would that be worth, the key that enabled one’s rented girl to spread her legs as wide as they could go? Twenty dollars? A hundred? Morally, a thief was a thief, but to law and contract, thievery occurred at gradations. If Joshua’s hack saved a small amount of money, and the family refrained from taking the fullest advantage of that hack, then the Trakkhausens might have violated the letter of the contract, but not its spirit. Ultimately, even their God might approve.

There were other questions, and Anabelle’s mind was racing from one to the next, drawing forth part of an answer, flitting elsewhere. It’s something her brain did when she was tired, and she didn’t enjoy it, because the end result wasn’t something brilliant. When it happened during the all-nighters she sometimes pulled during exam week or to get a legal filing done on time, she would wait for it to pass. Her mind had rushed to sex, ridiculous as that was given sex was the least of her concerns. But what would she do if the next renter wanted a key, because they wanted sex? The issue of forced sex had been a constant presence in her life since virtually the day she and her peers knew what sex was. The cruel little prophets of her youth promised her she’d have to do it all the time, whether she wanted to or not. It didn’t bother her because she knew they were speaking from jealousy. But what if, in the end, they were right?

“Where did you get the money to rent me?” she asked, because she wanted to hear something other than her own mind speaking.

“We get cards from the co-op,” Caleb replied. “And turn them in when we need a girl.”

“One card per girl?” she asked.

“Aye, or thereabouts.”

“You buy the cards?”

“With our fruits. They like milk and eggs. Meat. Grain sometimes.”

“What do they—” Annabelle began before she stopped herself in mid-sentence. “Okay, yeah. That’s how they feed us. They make it into these little, like, I don’t know . . . cakes, sort of. Actually, sort of good.”

They were almost in the shadow of the steepled church when it gonged 12 times, in three sets of four random notes.

“What time does that make it?” she asked.

“Quarter hour to two,” he replied.

“Who rings it?” she asked. “Is that someone’s job?”

“It’s rung by the works,” Caleb said.

“Oh, right,” Annabelle said. “Who keeps the works going? Is that one of Joshua’s jobs?”

“Why would he be doing that?” Caleb inquired.

“Well, just because, I mean . . .” Annabelle stammered, sensing she’d asked her dumbest question yet. “It’s mechanical. But I’m sure someone else does—”

“Mr. Schultz,” Caleb said.

“So everyone has their own special jobs here,” Annabelle said, hoping her tone sounded respectful, even admiring.

“We all do as we can,” Caleb offered.

“What’s the midwife’s name?”

“Krista.”

“Mrs. Krista?”

“Just Krista. She’s never wed.”

“Krista’s her first name?”

“Aye.”

“Sorry for all the questions.”

“Aye.”

Caleb reined his horse off the lane, and Annabelle followed him up a narrow path under a widespread oak to a small house, single-story, more a bungalow than the full homes most of the people occupied here.

The front door opened and a spry little woman appeared, at least 50 years old and clutching a broom, gray hair wild and loose across her shoulders.

She was the first to speak, addressing Caleb in a Germanic burst, and he dropped from his saddle and Annabelle did as well, remembering just in time the two sheets of paper she’d set on the saddle, and she grabbed them as she dismounted and slipped them between the saddle and the blanket.

“Das ist Annabelle,” Caleb said, taking Annabelle’s reins and leading both horses up to Krista’s front porch.

“Guten Mittag, Krista,” Annabelle said, hoping she had the pronunciation right, and the context.

The woman peered sharply at Annabelle, stepped down from the porch and directly up to the girl, staring into her eyes, at her hair, at her body before she raised a hand to the girl’s cheek, as though to make sure she was real.

Done there, she removed her hand and spoke quickly to Caleb, and for a time the two exchanged words, Annabelle the uncomprehending outsider.

The length of the sentences grew shorter, and Caleb removed his hat and bowed to the woman and climbed back on his horse, and Annabelle did the same, discreetly sliding the two sheets of paper beneath her, and once they were on their way, she turned back to wave goodbye, but Krista was gone.

“She says you speak the truth about bleeding,” Caleb said.

“You asked her about that?” Annabelle said.

“Yes.”

“You couldn’t ask your mother?”

Caleb gave a quick shake of his head, as though suffering from a chill.

“These are things you need to know about,” Annabelle said.

“Why?” Caleb asked.

It was a valid question, and one Annabelle realized she had never pondered. Of course men should know all about the female reproductive cycle, for the same reason they should know about the seasons of the year, the way gravity works, the different animals and their tempers. But then, what would an unmarried man do with such knowledge? How, from a strictly practical perspective—which Annabelle believed was the only perspective in use in this community—would such knowledge impact his life for the better?

“Maybe you don’t then,” Annabelle conceded. “Before you’re married, anyway. But I hope you’ll acquaint yourself with things like this when the time comes.”

Caleb said nothing, and Annabelle couldn’t help but fill in the void.

“Or I guess you already had, today,” she said. “Because you asked. Anything you ask, I’ll answer, if I know it.”

Caleb kept any further questions to himself, so they rode on in silence until Annabelle realized she hadn’t asked the most important question of the day.

“Did she like me? Krista?”

“She did.”

“She seemed nice,” Annabelle said, babbling now in relieved gratitude. “I’m surprised she never got married.”

They left the main path, turning at a great red barn to amble down a side lane.

“What’s down here?” Annabelle asked.

“Mr. Salzburg.”

“We’re going to see him too?” Annabelle asked. “About the baby?”

Caleb offered one of his sudden, sharp rounds of laughter before he answered.

“Josh made parts for his mill,” he said. “We’ll give those to him.”

“Like a trade?” Annabelle asked. Despite her diminished mental capacity, and her grinding despair, she wanted to understand this place and its people.

“Trade of what?” Caleb asked.

“You tell me,” Annabelle said. “Josh did some work for him, will he give you something back? Like a barter? Do you barter for things here?”

“We all do as we can, for each other and ourselves,” he said.

“Do you ever pay each other for things?” Annabelle asked. “I mean, like with money.”

“Ah, like the English,” Caleb said. “Where everything in all the land has the number of dollars attached to it.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Annabelle quipped, expecting more laughter, which did not come.

“Our way is simpler,” Caleb said. “All is for the good of all, so no price can be put upon it.”

“But you had to pay for me,” Annabelle countered, not inclined to believe that things were so simple. “I have a price.”

“When the only way we can get a thing we need is with a price, we pay,” Caleb said.

“You can’t find a girl in all this place?”

Caleb turned to look at her sharply. “We don’t keep such girls.”

Annabelle considered several retorts—a challenge, or a joke perhaps—but something in Caleb’s voice gave her pause. Such girls, she thought. Paid for and brought in only when needed. Otherwise, not fit for this community. We don’t want you. We wish we didn’t need you. And it wasn’t just a conceptual message, understood but not spoken, like one’s secondary importance as a bridesmaid. The boy on the horse beside hers had just told her to her face that she was unwanted, unpreferred, a necessary evil.

The two cuffs and the chain wrapped around Annabelle’s ankle were making her leg itch, and she leaned over to scratch, working her short fingernails between the links and digging, digging, until she’d broken the skin. She hadn’t meant to, and she pulled her hand away in embarrassment, looked at the smeared blood under the nails and on the tips of her index and middle fingers, and she licked it off and wondered how long it would take her to die from a leg infection.

“You are better,” Caleb said, and now he was looking at her, and she looked back, raising her eyebrows, because she had no idea what he meant.

They’d stopped just before a tall white house like the many others here, and Caleb dropped off his horse, handed the reins to Annabelle, and stepped up to the home’s front door, which opened to reveal a woman like the many others here, and Annabelle wondered how they could tell each other, or each other’s dwellings apart. The god who made this place had given himself just a few cookie cutters, and she imagined him stamping out houses with one hand, people with the other, imbuing the latter with breath and declaring this simple place good.

Caleb’s business with the woman was concluded quickly, and Annabelle watched him return, noticed the woman staring at her through the window next to the door, felt a chill and looked at Caleb, handing him his reins.

They rode in silence for a time, returning to the wide lane that Annabelle thought of as this village’s main street.

“The infant comes,” Caleb said.

“What?” Annabelle blurted.

“The child is at the door.”

“Your mother’s having her baby?” Annabelle asked.

“Aye.”

“How do you know this?” she asked.

“Listen,” he said. The church bell was ringing, a steady, one-note toll.

“Look,” he said, and he pointed to the windmill that spun with abandon just ahead of them.

The sound of hooves rapped behind her, so quiet as to be almost imaginary at first, but they came louder and closer and Annabelle whirled in her saddle to see Krista racing up behind her, and she passed them without any greeting or acknowledgement, her black shawls whipping behind her.

“Shouldn’t we hurry?” Annabelle asked. “She’s going to your house, right? Shouldn’t we keep up with her?”

“You’ll fall off,” Caleb said.

“I won’t,” Annabelle said, and she pressed her heels into her old mare’s flanks, shook the reins and shouted “HYA!”, and the horse flinched briefly and plodded on.

“Schnell!” Caleb shouted, rising in his saddle, and his horse bolted, and Annabelle was about to shout the same thing when her horse lurched forward, and she almost toppled backward before she found her seat, closed her legs around her beast and leaned forward, she and Caleb racing madly back to the Trakkhausen home.




Chapter 8: Dinner with Mom

The beginning of life is invariably attended by the rumor of tragedy, the mother wailing, the babe in tears as soon as she breaks forth, and the blood, and so it was in the bedroom of Midge Trakkhausen, for the way was still narrow when the eighth surviving infant traversed it.

But the latest of the family’s issue came forth in due time, around four that afternoon. Krista was there managing things, and Annabelle was there too, naked, her folded dress set on the shelf beside the German Bible so the offal of birth would not soil it. Her shackles were still locked around one ankle, and when the child arrived, a girl with all her parts where they should be, danke Gott, Annabelle was given her to comfort while Krista tended to the sighing mother.

Annabelle looked down at the infant, umbilical cord still clinging to her belly, Midge’s blood smeared across the slave girl’s belly and beneath her substantial breasts, and Annabelle imagined herself in her own arms on the day of her own birth, and she saw at once all the hope in that little breast, and all the despair that had been set in motion at that same moment, and tears rolled from her eyes that she could not wipe because she needed to hold this solid little body with two unwavering arms.

“Achh!” Krista exclaimed from the birth bed, rising urgently and stepping to the rented girl, and Annabelle watched the slight, blurry form approach her, the hand rise to her face, a single finger extend and gather up a little water from the twin tracks of her tears and transfer it to the baby’s forehead, where two wet lines made a cross in the furrowed flesh, and the infant’s mouth was immediately stilled, and she cooed for the first time in all her days.

One might take it for a sign, or one might not.

The rest of Annabelle’s service was entirely corporeal, wiping, rinsing, cleaning, hauling water warmed by the battery in the barn and, when the battery gave out, marching at double-time on the generator, and she spent the evening and night sweaty, bloody, and naked, even during the serving and eating of a late dinner, and the family seemed not to care any more about their girl’s nakedness than they’d care about a cat without clothing, even when she supped at the table and her breasts swung with every cutting of meat and bread and her hard nipples kept their own counsel. The members of the family could be forgiven their preoccupation, of course, given the events one story up.

After dinner was cleared, Annabelle sat on the floor with her knees together so Josh could pick the lock again without the distraction of her bare sex organ, and he chained her ankles together and Caleb escorted her to the barn still naked so she could sleep there with the other beasts. But this was, she thought darkly, better than going back to the co-op, where she’d be confined to a hanging cage on a carousel with hundreds of others of the similarly damned.

But how would they keep her here, given she had hands and not mere hooves, and a mind clever enough to escape an ordinary stall? Well, there was the chain between her legs, of course, and the stall Caleb led her to with a kerosene lantern seemed to have been fashioned to hold the more intelligent of the family’s sources of labor. Annabelle sensed Joshuas’s sensibilities in the door’s mechanics, a keyless set of bolts and latches anyone could open from the outside but no one from within could influence. And there was a chain as well that she noticed as she entered the space, and Caleb bade her sit so he could loop the chain twice around her shackles before he passed both ends through a hole in the stall door and to a place where further of Joshua’s artifices were used to bolt both ends securely.

Thus secured, Annabelle surveyed the space, quickly concluded she was not the first female to rest here, for the castoff wool blankets, the worn quilts, the socks and mittens and hats all had a lived-in quality.

Annabelle’s second greatest concern, after staying warm through the night, was assuaged by the little chamber pot in the corner of the stall. She had all a beast would need, and she dropped to her hands and knees to begin sorting the bedding and the things she would wear overnight when she sensed Caleb beside her, the buckle of his belt brushing briefly against her hip.

He wanted her to hold still, she sensed, so she froze, not in fear so much as apprehensive obedience. The palm of one warm hand settled against the small of her back. The other hand reached beneath her, first cupping her right breast, then squeezing it, pressing it, raising it and, finally squeezing the nipple and pulling it down, the way one might do to a cow’s teats to see if they were giving milk.

This was another surprise, but not the greatest of the day, and after she started and drew in her breath, Annabelle remembered her new place and acquiesced to whatever this was, straightening her arms and arching her back and twisting her torso slightly when Caleb reached for her other breast, the one further away. But Annabelle, with all her thinking about sex before she was 18, and all her doing of it since, could find no frame of reference here. What had she seen so far of this modest, austere world that could inform this moment, this innocent boy fondling her breasts? Did he think she might give milk? Did the size of her breasts overwhelm him with a curiosity that was excused by her nakedness and status? Was this foreplay, his next act mounting her from behind? Or was this the way the village treated all livestock, stroking certain parts to assess health, sturdiness, disposition?

For a long minute, Annabelle was forced to wonder while the boy continued exploring her breasts, and then he stood and was gone, the stall door shut and bolted with a clattering of metallic inventions, and still she did not know what the meaning of it all had been, and the light of Caleb’s lantern swung against the ceiling beams and through the cracks around the door before it vanished, and she made peace with her questions and felt her way to her pot to urinate, kneeling, blinking in the darkness and believing that Caleb, whatever his purposes, meant no harm.

She was in almost complete blackness now, forced to sense by touch alone the shape and thickness of each cover. She stacked them up, put her hands on woolen socks and pulled them up to the cuffs around her ankles, lay on a thick blanket and covered herself with a half dozen more, felt around until she’d located the mittens and hat, although she didn’t need them yet. She made a pillow with another blanket, lay flat and reached up to hold her breasts. It was a strange inclination, but universal. She knew what her breasts felt like, but now she wanted to feel them as Caleb had, to try to imagine what he thought when he pressed them, squeezed them, when he tugged on her nipples. From there, masturbation was inevitable, nothing in the blackness to test her modesty, only the sounds of a horse snorting and stamping in the next stall to distract her, and she thought about past lovers, male and female, and the ways they had taken her and she’d taken them, and she quickly wrenched from her loins a soft, sighing orgasm before she fell into a hard, urgent slumber.

~ ~ ~

“Hello?” Annabelle shouted, her own mind shrouded in the same darkness that enveloped her physical form. Something metallic was scraping against itself, the wood around her amplifying the sound. She didn’t know where she was, why her feet were chained together, what was on top of her. “Hello?”

More clanks, and the sound of a chain falling to the earth, followed by a second set of clanks, the creak of a door, and a sliver of light.

She sat up, heart thumping as she squinted into the flame of a lantern held by someone she couldn’t see, and memories slowly returned of a foreign place where she had worked, ridden a horse, and helped bring a new life into the world.

“Caleb?” she said to the lantern. It raised to illuminate not the rounder face of Caleb, but the sharper features of Joshua, his younger brother. The boy looked a little devilish in this light, she thought.

“How’s the baby?” she said.

“We need you inside,” he said, holding out the heavy dress she’d worn yesterday, when she wore anything.

She scrambled awkwardly to her feet, groggy and unused to sleeping in a chain, and she almost fell before she found her footing, shooting an arm out to catch herself. She took the dress, raised it and allowed it to drop down her body, refrained from asking any more questions in the certainty Joshua would ignore them.

Freed of her tether by Joshua, she followed him out of her stall and out the barn door, noticing the merest crack of dawn on the horizon, the burgundy light broken by the top of a barn and its adjacent windmill, not turning now.

Two more wagons and their horses had been pulled up to a post at the home’s back corner, and Annabelle looked up at the dwelling and saw the flickering light of candles or lanterns in most of the windows, and heard voices from somewhere within the house, and laughter and the clattering of things and a child’s cry.

Joshua brought her inside, to a place of noisy life, as though the new child’s raw spirit had imbued the house and everyone in it. They kept her chained and clothed this time, and she carried things up and down the stairs, drew water, set food on the table for people to eat in shifts, and she grabbed bread and butter and cherries and what tasted like a weak wine, and the day passed like that, new faces and old, glimpses of a newborn nursing or sleeping or wailing, people issuing her orders and she carrying them out, lunch grabbed in a hurry, her name spoken now and then sandwiched between incomprehensible German. It wasn’t until the sun began slanting down toward evening and Caleb tapped her shoulder to motion her outside that she thought about the time.

He led her to the wagon, and she clambered aboard and sat beside the boy who was almost a man for the return to the co-op.

He didn’t seem inclined to talk, and she was too weary to speak until they reached their destination.

“It was nice to meet you,” she said, looking at the old hangar looming before her, the soulless workings within like a bad, distant memory. “Maybe I’ll be able to help out again.”

“Mama’s got no further issue in the works,” Caleb said with a chuckle, stating what Annabelle found to be a soul-crushing truth. For two days, these people had welcomed her into their family, their barn, their dining room, and one of the most precious events; and now it was over, perhaps forever.

Caleb reined the horse to a stop and she descended from the wagon slowly, hating life more at this moment than she ever had, and she shuffled with the boy back to the entrance, stepped into the line of other returning slaves, all but her naked, to be scanned and inspected and assigned to the floating cages.

“Dress please, Miss?” Caleb said quietly.

“Oh, sorry,” Annabelle said, bending to pull the archaic garment up over her head, slipping her arms through the sleeves, certain she would never feel the not-unwelcome sensation again. Ugly as it was, she would miss it.

“Um, thanks,” she said, but Caleb was already halfway back to the wagon and didn’t seem to have heard her.

Her turn at the head of the line came, her chip was scanned, the number on her collar was read out, a woman confirmed her arrival with finger taps on a tablet, and she was sent to a second line, where a crew was applying shackles to feet and handcuffs, fortunately in front, to every subject’s wrists.

Once they’d been bound, everyone headed through the display room and its posts to the room where breakfast was served, where each subject had been fastened to a place on the floor, where Annabelle had watched them punish a wall of male and female transgressors two mornings ago.

The slaves weren’t being bound to the floor this time, Annabelle noted as she made her way to the bins filled with plastic-wrapped food. Once you’d gotten your meal, you could go wherever you wanted under the watchful eyes of a dozen or so clothed, roving staff members. Groups of slaves had congregated here and there, sitting on the floor in impromptu little circles, leaning toward each other to confide and, sometimes, to laugh. The laughter must be a lie, Annabelle thought, picking through the bricks of food that all looked the same but had been labeled things like shepherd’s pie, roast beef, quiche. She took the quiche, wondered if its eggs had come from the village where she’d just been, grabbed a box of low-fat milk, and searched the room for a place to sit by herself.

“Baby?” said a soft, familiar voice, and Annabelle whirled to find her mother standing behind her, looking wistfully up at her daughter.

“Hey, Mom,” Annabelle said wearily.

“Wanna have dinner together?” Terry asked hopefully.

In the back of her mind over the last two days, Annabelle had been anticipating this moment, imagining what words she might use to bring justice to things, to set this woman straight about their respective places in the universe. But now the moment had arrived, she found herself without the energy to summon any bitterness for the woman whose betrayal of her daughter began well before the moment of insemination.

“Yeah, sure,” Annabelle said flatly, and she turned and headed toward the distant corner at the front of the room where, two mornings ago, her peers had been splayed for punishment. She glanced at the idle rings where the limbs of groaning, errant subject had been tied, but she didn’t look behind her to see if Terry was following her, because she didn’t care. She would not summon the vitriol the woman deserved, nor would she put any effort into love, affection, politeness. Not until Annabelle stopped and turned did she confirm that Terry was still there, hovering hopefully, staring into her daughter’s eyes for some hint of familial connection. But Annabelle’s attention had turned to more practical matters, specifically how to sit when one was chained hand and foot, holding a brick of quiche in one hand, a box of milk in the other. This was a new challenge, not something they taught girls born into subjecthood, instead one of those things you were expected to learn should the need arise. Annabelle considered the issue intellectually, pressed her back against the cold cinderblock wall, winced slightly as she bent her knees and lowered herself to the floor, the wall not as smooth as she would have liked. Nor was the linoleum floor as warm or as soft as she would have liked, and she clenched her jaw and crossed her legs and set her food next to her ankles, staring only at that while Terry managed the sitting challenge in her own way, and probably a better way, setting her drink down and planting one palm against the floor, using that to support her descent to a cross-legged position facing her daughter.

Anabelle picked up her quiche and focused on unwrapping it. Terry would have to speak first, and if she didn’t, nothing would be said and Annabelle would go wordlessly to her cage and get elevated and go to sleep and continue forgetting everything.

“How was Befreiung?” Terry asked, forcing Annabelle to look at the woman, curiously, because she didn’t know what she’d just asked.

“How was what?” Annabelle said.

“Befreiung.”

“I have no idea what that is.”

“Isn’t that where you went?” Terry said, looking confused. “I saw you leaving with one of their men yesterday.”

“Befreiung?” Annabelle said. “What specifically does that refer to?”

“It’s the town,” Terry said. “Befreiung, Idaho. Amish people. Just wonderful.”

“Oh,” Annabelle said, biting off a large corner of the quiche and looking at the growing throng of returning slaves who shuffled in their chains to get food or shuffled somewhere else to eat that food or shuffled through various other doors to do other things.

Sensing that her mother was staring at her unblinkingly, Annabelle looked at the woman while she kept her face an intentional study of dullness and disinterest.

“I didn’t know it was called that,” she said. “It was fine. They had a baby and I helped. They—”

“Oh!” Terry almost shouted. “Annababy, that is so sweet! Was it a girl? Was it—”

“Mom,” Annabelle said sharply. “You know we’re not in a good place right now, right?”

“What do you mean?” Terry queried, looking surprised.

Instead of answering with the most obvious statement in the world, Annabelle continued her meal while her eyes scanned things other than Terry, moving from one naked body to the next.

“Oh, Honey, is this about Randy?” Terry asked. “I know it hurts. I miss him too. He had his moments, but he was—”

“You set me up,” Annabelle said, feeling the venom rising in her throat, a bitterness drawn there by Terry’s practiced cluelessness.

“Set you up how?” Terry asked innocently.

What? Seriously?

“You birthed me into slavery,” Annabelle said, her rage building, her throat closing, her nostrils flaring. “A lifetime of slavery, with no way to get out. They could sell me at 30. To anyone. And you agreed to it. You set me up . . . forever.”

“Oh,” Terry said, her cute, childish face betraying an artless hurt. “You’re still upset about that?”

“What?” Annabelle almost shouted before she laughed bitterly. “Still upset? You find out your mom just totally betrayed you for . . . for basically your entire life, and, and . . . how long am I supposed to be upset, then? Tell me that. A couple of hours? A day?”

Terry’s tragic eyes searched her daughter’s furious face, as though looking for her next words there.

“So I shouldn’t have had you?” she asked quietly.

“What?” Annabelle demanded.

“I shouldn’t have had you?” Terry repeated. “Is that what I should have done?”

“You shouldn't have had me under these conditions,” Annabelle said.

“These are the only conditions I could have had you in,” Terry said, and now there was a defiance in her own voice, an old, lingering bitterness. “You know the stories. You know where I was, homeless and sitting in front of a fire. That’s where, that’s when Marlena found me. I had no hope, and she just walked up to me and—”

“Yes, I’ve heard all the stories,” Annabelle said. “And yeah, your life sucked. But that doesn’t mean . . . okay, you know what? You know what?”

“What, Sweetheart?”

“If I’d been in the same situation, you know what I would have done? I wouldn’t have agreed to it. Ever. I wouldn’t have done the baby thing. I would have, I would have told them, just sterilize me, okay? No babies. No breeding. If I couldn’t do any better than . . . than being a slave . . . it dies with me. Because I would never . . . I would never wish this on my child.”

“Wish what?” Terry asked, voice edged with something new. Impatience? Contempt?

Annabelle looked at her handcuffs, held up her dinner. “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe I would never wish being handcuffed and eating a cube for dinner on my kid.”

“You’re not a kid anymore,” Terry said. “And when you were a kid, I don’t see how you could have done better.”

“Wait,” Annabelle said in a tone of quiet outrage. “If you have a good upbringing, it doesn’t matter what shit happens to you for the rest of your adult life?”

“What shit is happening to you, exactly?” Terry asked.

“Well, this,” Annabelle said, holding up her mostly-eaten dinner bar again before she scowled at the door that led to the towers. “And, yeah, those floating cages. And getting paraded out like animals, and getting chained while people stare at you. Oh, and the torture thing. I was there for that, two mornings ago. They put all those people up and just zapped them.”

“It’s only done a few times a week.”

“It should never be done,” Annabelle asserted.

“Nobody died.”

“Okay,” Annabelle said. “But they screamed ‘cuz it hurt. And that . . . that kinda sucks.”

“It’s a life,” Terry said.

“Barely,” Annabelle said, looking around, noticing that the population of subjects was beginning to dwindle. “How long until they herd us back to the cages?”

Terry looked up at the clock on the opposite wall. “You can go now if you want, but you don’t have to be in line until 9:30, so we’ve got another three hours to have fun.”

“Fun?” Annabelle echoed doubtfully.

“Through there,” Terry said, pointing to the door that led to the showers. “You get your meds there. You can have desert. They have TVs. You can have sex.”

“Sex?” Annabelle said, staring at her mother in disbelief while the simple woman looked back earnestly.

“If that’s what you want,” Terry said. “Do you want that?”

Annabelle found herself torn between offense and an unbidden curiosity. This was not the first time Terry had violated what Annabelle considered a firm, obvious boundary. The woman had encouraged Annabelle to go disrobed at home since she’d gotten out of diapers, something the girl had avoided other than during a few subject training exercises when she was in high school. And when Annabelle discovered masturbation, an indiscreet groan alerted the mother to her daughter’s newfound ability, triggering increasingly invasive questions: Are you doing it every day? Did you do it last night? Do you want any advice on what works for me? Do you want to borrow any of my toys? It took Annabelle three humiliating months, including regular embarrassment over dinner in front of Randy and Marlena, for her to finally shut the inquisition down with a very firm “Mom. Stop. Asking. About. This.”

Questions about sex never stopped once they’d started, however, probably because Annabelle found them less embarrassing and didn’t protest as vehemently. On trips home from college, Terry would ply the girl with questions about her love life at school, and Annabelle would answer generally that she was having regular sex and liked it and that was it, she wasn’t going to discuss details.

And now this. Sex again. But the woman might have information Annabelle needed. Whatever this new life was going to end up being, she didn’t want celibacy, and she was willing to take overt steps to prevent that fate. So she just continued eating, maintained a neutral expression, and waited for her mother to continue.

“You remember the shower room?” Terry asked, pointing to the door that led to the place where, yesterday morning, Annabelle had bathed and made herself up.

“Yeah?”

“There’s a room to the side where you can do it, if you want to,” Terry said.

“Do it with who?” Annabelle asked dismissively.

“There are boys here,” Terry said.

“Yeah, I noticed.”

“You just go with one of them,” Terry said. “Or a girl is fine too, since you like that.”

A variety of retorts and questions crossed Annabelle’s mind. Girls were okay, but boys were strongly preferred, which her mother should have known. And “Go with one of them?” What did that mean? Go where? Do what? In private? In chains? On a leash?

“Okay,” was the response Annabelle settled on.

“I haven’t done it yet,” Terry said, her tone betraying everything that was most wrong about the woman, a coy, schoolgirl eagerness in a context that was obscene, or desperately hopeless. “But I’d go with you.”

Annabelle raised her eyebrows and rolled her eyes. It had been a while since she’d aimed this look of supreme, annoyed indulgence at her mother, but the woman seemed to understand.

“Or not,” she said. “But maybe just look at it with me?”

“Look at what?” Annabelle asked. “People fucking each other? Why would I want to see that?”

“It can be nice to watch,” Terry offered.

Annabelle laughed, because her mother could be so earnestly clueless. She was done with dinner now, so she rolled to her hands and knees, picked up her wrapper and milk box and tossed them into the can against the wall, and shambled in the general direction of the shower room. Through that room was the room where the cages hung, and the idea of being in one—as non-private and unpleasant as they were—seemed preferable to making disturbing small talk with the woman who’d betrayed her.

Terry stayed beside and just behind Annabelle, following her into the shower room.

Here, as in the cafeteria, the strictness of the morning regimen had been relaxed. A few subjects were showering, doing their hair, using the toilets in the shower cages, none of which were locked.

Annabelle went into an empty cage herself to urinate, staring down at her bound ankles and wondering if she should actively drive her mother away, or just remain so passive and apathetic the woman would eventually give up and leave her daughter alone. Annabelle flushed, looked up at her mother, and wished she hadn’t, because the woman looked so hopeful. Naked, with her wrists and ankles chained, her soft body with its lingering curves, the life she’d known for decades torn from her, Terry didn’t seem to care.

“C’mon,” she said, walking backwards to the shower cage door, urging Annabelle with a two-handed finger curl to follow her, and Annabelle set her face to smirk and indulged the woman, trailing her between the cages to the far wall and an open door.




Chapter 9: The Disruptors

Annabelle, annoyed by her mother and by what her mother had gotten her to do, took in the scene before her with studied disinterest. To the right, women behind two windows seemed to be dispensing medications, sliding pills out on little cups after the subjects bent to show the ID tags dangling from their collars. Beside that, in a proximity Annabelle found amusing, the medication of sweets had been set up, an ice cream dispenser next to a table arrayed with cups, cones, and a stack of brownies and cookies. Two large TVs stood directly before Annabelle, one broadcasting a sitcom, the other featuring an action movie fight scene, and dozens of chained, naked slaves stared up from rows of chairs and places on the floor to have drivel fed to their brains for a few precious, idle hours. The sexual aspect of this everything-room was provided in a large area to Annabelle’s left, the overhead lights dimmed but no wall or screen hiding the things going on there, which to Annabelle looked like a dozen couples’ worth of listless sex. And yet she stared, unable not to imagine herself there, unappealing as it all was. No, chains didn’t come off, Annabelle confirmed with a quick scan, but at least seven male-female couples, and five female-only couples, maybe more of both in the darkest back corner, had found an impressive number of ways to provide mutual release. While girls on hands and knees and boys behind them was the obvious and most popular approach, one girl was on her side while her male partner straddled her thigh and rocked back and forth, and one girl had mounted her mate, bodies and chains arranged for what seemed to be a workable position. The all-female couples, their creativity not restricted by the need to join sex organs, had each arranged themselves uniquely, one couple simply kissing, one taking turns sucking each other’s nipples, and three exhibiting various preferences in mouth-to-vagina affection. A shout broke through the clatter of the two televisions, so someone was probably climaxing, Annabelle thought. Or pretending to, just to give themselves something they could believe was worth living for.

“I think you ask those boys over there,” Terry said, and Annabelle followed the woman’s two-handed point to three males huddled in the corner, partnerless, mouths moving as though talking amongst themselves, but eyes looking out hungrily, all fixing for the moment on the mother-daughter pair who’d just shown up.

“Do it then, Mom,” Annabelle said, turning away. She’d seen enough of this room. She’d seen enough of everything. A hanging cage and a bed awaited, and it was all she wanted.

“Wait,” Terry said. “Don’t leave yet.”

“I don’t want to do this,” Annabelle said. “But you go ahead. I’m going to bed.”

“I need a wingman,” Terry protested.

“What?” Annabelle blurted, understanding the general concept but finding it completely ridiculous in the given context. Daughters were never, ever, their mothers’ wingman for dating, much less getting fucked. And being someone’s property changed nothing. And yet, when Terry grabbed Annabelle’s wrist chain and pulled her along, Annabelle followed, rounding the area where the bodies joined, and heading for the three solo males who watched them approach with unblinking eyes.

They all looked to be closer to Annabelle’s age, but they gazed with the same apparent interest at both women. One of them had his hand draped over his lap, but he wasn’t masturbating as far as Annabelle could tell.

“Hi there,” Terry said with alarming familiarity. “We’re new here.”

One of the males nudged the other, and the nudged male smiled and clambered to his feet, navigating the challenge of moving in chains with experienced ease.

He looked at both women quizzically, as though asking which of the two was interested, or if both were, but when Annabelle pointed at her mother, he focused on her.

“Thanks, Baby,” Terry said with a grating, exaggerated laugh. “She’s my daughter.”

“Bye, Mom,” Annabelle said, entirely done with this scene, making her way back to the door, ignoring everything around her and trying not to think about what was about to happen to her mother. She followed the path she remembered, back past the shower cages and into the cavernous room with the hanging cages, and she noticed the line where people were waiting to be confined for sleep, but a table to her left caught her attention first, loaded with disposable bedtime rudiments: toothbrush and a few brands of toothpaste, tampons, makeup remover, earplugs, band aids, disinfectant. Annabelle took a toothbrush and baking soda toothpaste, was surprised and embarrassed by how happy the little gift made her, took her place in the line, watching as the team performed the reverse of what had been done yesterday morning: step into the cage, turn to get your chains removed, and try to prepare for a night’s sleep while your temporary home was hoisted, swaying and creaking. When it was her turn to be processed, Annabelle stepped forward with a mix of resignation and determination, watching them bolt the door behind her, watching her restraints come off. She turned to her sink to brush her teeth, staggering slightly and grabbing the bar beside her when the wheel turned and she ascended. It was a little like being on a boat, she decided, something you could develop legs for, and she brushed her teeth and tried to keep herself balanced, using her toes and ankles and hips. She ran the water sparingly and wondered how much was in the tank overhead, how many flushes she could get away with before it was all gone. Once her teeth were as clean as she could get them, she dispensed soap into her hand from the tube next to the sink, washed her face with the cold water, dried it with the little towel every cage was supplied with. Done at the sink, she gazed out, saw she had been elevated almost to the ceiling, realized she didn’t mind the view of a sprawling slave operation, dozens of bound souls in view living their own lives, a male on his bed masturbating. She imagined being locked up with him, imagined letting him do things to her, telling him what to do. The reverie lasted but seconds before she reminded herself that sex was virtually out of her hands, either something the people who rented her would do, or something she’d have to ask for in that ridiculous sex room. She’d have to do the latter, she knew, if she wanted sex, or if she wanted some control over whom she had sex with. But not when her mother was there. The thought of boys Annabelle’s age fucking her mother was horrible, but the thought of being fucked where she could hear her mother groaning performatively from a few feet away was far worse. Now that her wingman/daughter had escorted her into her first session, is this something Terry would do every night, during all the hours it was allowed? Some understanding was going to have to be reached, Annabelle thought, but she didn’t look forward to the conversation. She looked up at the water tank, found another object of mild gratitude when she realized she could see for herself how much water she had left in the tank; a thin, clear strip set into the side of the container showed that it was almost full. She urinated, flushed, discovered that the level had dropped by about a fifth. So, five flushes. In this respect, at least, the people who ran this place were generous.

Annabelle lay down, woefully untired. She’d slept well last night, despite her rough lodgings and horses for roommates, and there was too much to work through for her to simply shut her eyes and count sheep. She’d reconnected with her mother in a decidedly unsatisfying way, watched chained people fuck, ate weird food.

And that was just in the last hour. What about the last two days? What was she going to do with that? Strange people had made her an integral part of their family, their faith and culture, and then it was over as quickly as it had begun. She’d helped bring a new life into the world, a child she would probably never see again.

She wiped tears from her eyes, sniffed, and hoped the woman in the adjoining cage couldn’t hear her crying and wouldn’t try to talk to her. None of the recent turns her life had taken could be understood by anyone else, much less all the turns together.

The subject confinement carousels continued to rumble, hers and the others, for a good hour, the noise soothing in a way until one remembered that every whir of a motor represented two more people being hoisted into storage and a bare minimum of living space.

Annabelle closed her eyes in the eventual silence, opened them, closed them again, and a moment later the next day had begun, classical music ringing out, the lights coming on, and a woman’s voice letting everyone know that there were “fifteen minutes to present.”

Annabelle rose, peed, washed her face, looked through her bars to the people caged in the other carousels, found herself inadvertently looking for males in a search for those she might enjoy partnering with in the sex area (she found seven), and when her cage was dropped to floor level, she offered her limbs for their chains and walked out of confinement with a weak, unexpected sense of possibilities.

She bathed, she found a place to be chained to the floor to have a breakfast brick, she hoped her mother wouldn’t show up and indeed, the woman didn’t, either already through the system or not yet freed from her cage. No one was punished this morning, and Annabelle finished her breakfast in peace and went to the showroom to join the slaves forced to stand in chains while the more privileged subjects headed off to the two far corners of the hall to go to what Annabelle guessed were preordained assignations.

Annabelle, naïve as she knew she was being, looked among the renters for Artemis or someone else from that community, and she saw a few men in plain black coats and the customary hats, but none of them were known to her and none approached her, so she waited as she had the day before, wrists and ankles chained to posts on her left and right, and she tried to smile this time, to not look like someone regularly beaten, and some of the people actually smiled back as they passed, and even if all the smiles were fake, she felt like she was doing better at this than she had two days before—improvement being all relative, of course.

She wasn’t chosen on the first pass this morning, unfortunately, other slaves around her going more quickly for whatever reason. Maybe there was still something about her that seemed flawed.

So she stood, made fists, wished she could scratch her nose, wondered if they’d leave her here all day if no one wanted her, and tried not to think about her life and her mother and the failure of the universe to consistently give you whatever it thought you should have, even if it was meager, because at least you could get used to something.

Lost in the nascent philosophies inevitable among the enslaved, she hardly noticed the three people approaching from her left, a woman and two men, all slim and dressed in black, the men in long coats, the woman in a black gown, the overall gestalt avant garde dinner party attendees or B-grade sci-fi movie villains.

Only when the woman touched Annabelle’s arm was she aware of them, gazing as one at her bound form, their interest unclear but not overtly lustful.

“What’s your name?” the woman asked.

“Annabelle.”

“Would you like to play a role in a paradigm shift?” one of the men asked.

“We’re disruptors,” the other man said before she could answer the first one. “Would you like to join us?”

“I would,” Annabelle said, nodding gamely and smiling sincerely. She liked these people instinctively. No, more than liked. She understood them. They probably weren’t looking for legal advice from a mergers & acquisitions specialist, but they surely weren’t looking for birthing help either, and they probably wouldn’t make her go to the bathroom in an outhouse. All signs, sparse as they were so far, pointed to members of the creative class, entrepreneurs spouting jargon as they worked at something interesting—people not unlike the more intriguing of her M&A clientele.

“How many days would you want me for?” she asked.

“Just the one,” the woman said.

“Cool,” Annabelle said, and with that it was settled. The trio signaled their interest, Annabelle was freed from the posts and handcuffed and shackled, and the key to her restraints was requested this time, suggesting she might be having sex with someone, maybe with any or all three of the people who’d signed her out. If they wanted to have paradigm shift sex with her, that was fine too.

She was put in the back seat of a nondescript blue sedan, nipples hard and skin goosebumped as the heater labored to warm things up. One man drove while the other two worked the phones, the woman in the front passenger seat, the man in back, both of whom seemed to be selling something to people with names like Vic, Sal and Moises. There were references to tiger, terrestrial and marine, and the prices quoted (anywhere from seven-fifty to 35 dollars) were by weight, usually by the pound. Some of the conversations seemed to bear fruit, others ended with something along the lines of “Okay, I’ll call you again in two weeks if I don’t hear from you.”

The first part of the drive covered the same roads as Annabelle’s round trip to the Amish village, and she looked a little wistfully at the trees and structures as they passed, all going by in a blur now.

“What’s your history, Annabelle?” asked the woman from the front seat, taking a break from the calls, looking back at the slave with what seemed to be sincere interest, even sympathy. And she’d used her name.

“I got here a couple of days ago,” Annabelle said, trying to put some life into her voice despite the cold-induced tremble in her chin. Maybe the gulf could be bridged between free and slave, as it had many times before in her life. Maybe, if she seemed spirited enough, open enough, normal enough, they could in some sense operate as equals.

“What about before that?” the driver asked.

“Okay, yeah,” Annabelle said with a laugh, realizing that the question was as hard to answer as it always had been. “Well . . . “

“No, really,” said the driver.

“Shut up, she doesn’t want to say,” the woman said before she turned back to Annabelle. “Sorry he’s so nosy.”

“It’s a legitimate question,” the driver protested. “If she doesn’t want to answer, she doesn't have to.”

“You don’t ask that for the same reason you don’t ask someone why they’re in prison,” the woman said.

“If she did something really bad, she’d be in prison,” the man said. “You didn’t do something really bad, did you?”

“Jesus Christ, please lay off,” the woman said. “We’ve talked about this.”

“I was born into it,” Annabelle said, just to shut down the bickering. “My mom was made a subject before I was born.”

“That’s cool,” the woman said.

“See?” the driver said. “Nothing wrong with that story.”

“All your life then,” the woman said with another hint of sympathy.

“Yup,” Annabelle confirmed.

“What kind of work were you doing before this?” the driver asked.

“Legal,” Annabelle said.

“Like at a law firm?” the woman said. “Paralegal? Clerk?”

“I was a lawyer,” Annabelle said.

“What kind of lawyer?” the driver asked, sounding suspicious.

“Mergers and acquisitions,” Annabelle said.

A long silence followed before the woman spoke.

“See, she’s fucking with you, Allen. Because she didn’t like your question.”

The woman turned back to Annabelle, smiled. “You go girl,” she said.

“Are you fucking with me?” the driver asked.

“You mean, when I said I was an M&A lawyer?” Annabelle replied. “Because no, that’s true. I used to be one, until two days ago. I’m not one anymore. But I’m not fucking with you.”

The woman turned back and raised her hands together in mock applause, forming an impromptu alliance with the car’s lesser female, despite her nudity and chains.

“Prove it,” the driver said. He didn’t sound angry, just assertive.

“I can’t, probably,” Annabelle said. “Or, well, they keep lists of lawyers on the bar in Colorado, so you could find my name there. Annabelle Tillman. But I can’t prove I’m Annabelle Tillman. So I can’t prove it, really.”

The man beside Annabelle leaned over to look at her collar, grabbed the tag dangling from it.

“It says Annabelle,” he said. “And Licensed Professional.”

“It doesn’t say law?” asked the driver.

“No, just Licensed Professional.”

“That could be anything,” the driver said. “Maybe she does nails.”

“I believe you,” the woman said, reaching between the front seats to pat Annabelle’s knee. “I could tell when we first saw you, you’re smart. You’ve got that edge, sort of. You know?”

The driver snorted. The man beside Annabelle returned his attention to his phone. And the naked slave girl decided to be satisfied with the conversation as it stood. She didn’t need to be believed about this. She never had, really, by other slaves or random free people. And if she did need to be believed, if she needed to be seen as a lawyer, and respected like a lawyer, the inevitable bitterness would eat away at her in a way her sudden reduction would not. That failure would be on her, she knew. Life had failed her. Her mother had failed her, and so had Marlena, in selling them as soon as Randy had died. So had Randy, really. He should have said something about them in his will or trust. He was her father, for fuck’s sake. Just a few words in his trust about how Marlena wouldn’t be allowed to sell Randy’s own goddamned daughter to the first bidder who happened along would have been nice. Annabelle could have written the clause herself. She would have put in something about her mother too, if she’d been asked, although Terry didn’t seem to mind her new life as a rental slave sleeping in a hanging cage. What’s wrong with some people?

“For the record, I’m not expecting to do M&A litigation for you,” Annabelle said, drawing at least a chuckle from the other three people. “But I’m sort of curious . . . what will I be doing?”

“We’re a disruptive food generation enterprise,” the driver said, as though that answered things.

The woman and the man beside Annabelle returned to their phones, their dueling sales pitches punctuating the last 15 minutes of the drive, the things they were selling still a mystery. Annabelle imagined operating a food processing machine, packaging things as they rolled past her on a conveyor belt, opening cans of ingredients and pouring them into vats, performing the labor of a semi-skilled worker, maybe even learning enough to be asked back, to grow in responsibility and respect.

They stopped in an area as rural as the Amish village, but with a single small building of corrugated tin before them, about the size of a fast-food restaurant, one other car parked before it. The woman escorted Annabelle from the car, guided her over the gravel lot to the front door, the slave wincing as little stones pressed into her soles.

The interior of the building was pure utilitarian, a concrete floor and walls and ceiling held up by a bare steel framework. A card table and chairs, a bike, a mini-fridge, a server and wi-fi router surrounded by wires, a microwave oven, a whiteboard, and various other trappings of work and survival had been arranged randomly in the building’s front area, separated from the rest of the space by an unpainted wall of gypsum.

The woman led Annabelle through the nearest of two plain white doors and into a underlit room dominated, strangely, by a large black pool, set into the floor and about 10 feet on a side.

“Okay, we’re going to step over here now,” said the woman, her vocal tone shifting subtly, the way one talks to a child or an animal, as though expecting to be resisted.

Annabelle followed the woman to a sort of cross, set upright into the concrete floor, a metal pole soldered at shoulder height, a second near the bottom, rings at the ends of the cross bars.

The woman uncuffed Annabelle’s right hand.

“Lift it up to here,” she said.

Annabelle, uncertainty growing, obeyed, watched as the woman looped a long piece of rope through the ring and wrapped it several times tightly around her wrist.

Her left wrist was unchained and tied the same way, and her feet were unbound and her ankles were tied to the lower rings, forcing her legs apart. Finally, a sort of cup on a stick was anchored to the post between her legs and moved up until it was pressed firmly against her vulva.

“I’m being crucified?” Annabelle asked, meaning it as a joke.

“Not really,” the woman replied, going to the door to announce, “She’s ready.”




Chapter 10: No

The two men entered and took their places on either side of Annabelle, neither looking like they were going to abuse or violate her, but nor could she guess what was going on. In her ignorance, she remained mercifully tranquil. The woman went to the wall, pushing buttons on a control panel, and a motor whirred above Annabelle’s head, a second little engine kicked in at a higher pitch, and a pair of hooks dropped, one near either hand. The men attached the hooks to the ends of the crossbeam where her arms were tied, and she felt herself rising, could feel the grinding vibration of metal against rock as the base of her post was lifted from its hole.

The men, holding the two ends of the crossbeam, guided her until she’d reached the edge of the pool, at which point the woman at the controls moved her over the water in a process reminiscent of one of a prize-snatching arcade game, and her body swayed as it dropped, slowly into the abyss, its base thudding gently against the bottom of the pool before the cross she was bound to angled backwards slowly, eventually all but her face and her nipples submerged.

They’re not going to drown me, Annabelle told herself more than once, taking in large volumes of air just in case.

The water was not as cold as she’d expected, and that was a small mercy. She raised her head, confirmed the presence of a small pump in the corner of the room, a black box beside it that was probably the heating unit.

But the ultimate purpose of all this completely eluded her. How did forcing a girl to soak in a shallow black pool disrupt the food industry?

She craned her neck in both directions, looking for any of the three people who’d brought her here. They were all gone, but the door into the front room was still open. They would be checking on her, presumably. She dropped her head to the pole, found that she could rest it in one position for a minute or two before it got uncomfortable enough that she had to shift.

She could have pondered the mystery of her condition, or the obvious inhumanity. Or she might have used this as an opportunity to meditate, to ruminate on the zens of existence, but her mind went first to a replay of the conversation in the car, because it was fresh, and had been unexpectedly satisfying. Sure, I might look like just another naked slave girl, but I’m actually an M&A lawyer. Don’t believe me? Look it up. There were ways to confirm it, if they wanted to dig deep enough. Search her name enough ways and you’d probably find her picture somewhere. She wished she’d done that herself. In her first week at her first and only real legal job, they’d taken her picture and asked her to summarize her life in a paragraph, and she’d done it and never asked why, but quite possibly her profile had been added to the firm’s website. She’d never looked for it, though, because things like that embarrassed her. She didn’t look as much like a lawyer as she’d wished, and her collar was an inevitable feature of every image, and until you’d met her and saw her work, you’d assume she was just another pretty sex slave pretending to greater things with the enablement of indulgent, sympathetic free people.

But if the picture was still up at the Mordant & Faulle website, and they bothered to look that hard, they’d find it. How long would the picture stay there? And how long would Annabelle remain splayed in this glorified bathtub? And what day was it, what time was it? She could see, vividly, the things she would be doing if she hadn’t been sold four days ago. She’d be in her cage, reviewing a filing, asking someone in the office for something, emailing a client, researching market caps and competitive advantages and drinking her second or third cup of coffee because she’d probably been up late again the night before, squinting at a screen in a darkened office building where she was the only one there because she couldn’t leave and every second was another opportunity to get things done, grow her skills, progress in her chosen field. Lying in tepid water, left alone with her thoughts, was not a terrible alternative, at least in the short-term.

She felt something tapping her upper arm, looked, spasmed with fear.

“Hey!” she shouted. “Hello? Hello! There’s something on me! Oh my god, help me!”

Her head jerked upwards, she surveyed everything she could see, screamed out the terror of a bound animal. There were two things on her left breast, three on her belly, two on her right arm. She sensed at least one against her neck. They were like black worms, but headless worms with mouths where their heads should be, and those mouths were embedded into her flesh.

"Auuughhhh! Auuughheeeee! Help! Fuck! Help me!”

The woman returned, not looking nearly as concerned as Annabelle thought she should.

“What are they?” Annabelle nearly screamed.

“Leeches,” the woman replied. “They’re hungry.”

“They’re eating me!” Annabelle cried, pulling at the ropes around her wrists, trying to move her legs enough to shake the monsters off.

“They’re not eating you,” the woman said. “They’re drinking a little blood.”

As the true horror of what was happening sunk in, Annabelle’s eyes went wide and she just lay there, panting and watching the black things feast on her, one latching onto her right breast, one squirming across her thigh.

“Get them off me!” Annabelle screamed. “Get them off me! Get them off me!”

Annabelle continued to shriek variations of that plea for a good three minutes, no longer really trying to communicate or affect any changes in her situation so much as to convey how bad this was. Someone alone in the woods who’s bitten by a snake would scream for the same reason.

When she grew tired of screaming, Annabelle simply wept, because she could make no sense of this, and the tears rolled from her eyes and into the water while she simply absorbed the dark fact that three slim supervillains had rented her for no higher purpose than feeding her to swimming worms. They were everywhere, her belly and breasts almost black with them, and she could feel them sucking from her back, her buttocks, behind her neck. More writhed across her thighs and arms, and she would raise her head to look at them and drop her head back against the pole and weep anew, her mind simply absorbing, not fully processing things yet. There were philosophies, she believed, forms of enlightenment that one might employ to reduce the raw pain of such an experience, but she did not know them, so toward the end she just powered though, clenching her jaw and staring at the black ceiling and feeling the leeches everywhere, even where they weren’t, for example near her belly button, where she felt a distinct pinch but saw nothing. In fact, it seemed the creatures weren’t insatiable. The first one she’d noticed, on her arm, was gone, nothing but a thin ribbon of blood dissipating in the water to mark its presence. There were fewer on her belly and breasts now as well, but she could not console herself, because her back was burning, all of it, and she imagined that they’d all gone there, and been joined by new ones, slower and bigger and hungrier, and they would want more than blood eventually.

The deep revulsion of what she had been forced to endure lingered, but the raw animal panic ebbed as the last leech rolled off her thigh and she convinced herself they were gone as well from the parts of her body she couldn’t see. Little blooms of blood escaped from some of the places she’d been bitten, others seemed completely undamaged in the murky water. It was almost like waking up from a horrifying dream, the torments all illusory. But Annabelle knew those blood-sucking worms were still there, lurking just beneath her, and that alone was a form of suffering.

The woman was gone. Had all three of them been sitting somewhere else in this building, making their phone calls and listening to the cries of Annabelle Tillman, M&A attorney?

“Hello?” Annabelle called, fighting to keep her raw voice even. “Hey, I think they’re done.”

The woman returned, lined up her toes with the edge of the pool, looked down at the bound slave girl.

“You better now?” she asked casually.

“Define better,” Annabelle said.

“You’re not screaming anymore, so you’re better,” the woman announced.

“It would have been nice if you’d told me what was gonna happen,” Annabelle said, well aware that no one was obligated to be nice to a girl they had to pay for.

“No,” the woman said, squatting. “We’ve tried that. It just means the screaming starts before we get her tied.”

“You do this all the time?”

“Every few months,” the woman said. “They really don’t eat that often.”

“With girls from the co-op?” Annabelle asked, wondering which females she’d crossed paths with who’d suffered in this pool.

“Yeah, we always get them from there.”

Annabelle dropped her head to the pole, looked at the ceiling, realized she was regaining her composure without having planned to.

“A new girl every time?” Annabelle asked.

“When possible,” the woman said, adding after a brief pause, “The distress can be helpful.”

“What do you mean?”

“Higher blood pressure means a faster blood flow, quicker feeding.”

“You wanted me to freak out?” Annabelle asked.

“We don’t really want it, or not want it,” the woman said. “But it’s not a problem.”

Annabelle, still bound and submerged, turned her head to look at the woman with all the reproach she could fit into her eyes.

The woman didn’t flinch.

“You know they used to be a medical treatment, right?” the woman said.

“I did not know that,” Annabelle said.

“A long time ago, when they thought taking your blood was good for you.”

“I knew that part,” Annabelle said. “That’s what barbers used to do.”

“Exactly!” the woman said, clapping twice with delight.

“But they’d let the people know what they were going to do at least.”

“Well, we do it this way,” she replied. “And we do cover your puss.”

“Why?” Annabelle asked, moving her hips slightly, feeling the little cup of metal over her genitals.

“So they don’t bite it.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Annabelle asked.

“You wouldn’t want them feeding from down there, would you?”

“No,” Annabelle said. “Definitely not.”

“That’s why we do it,” the woman said. “To be nice.”

“I want to be untied,” Annabelle said. No one ever had to do what a subject wanted, legally, but Annabelle had been expressing her desires all her life, usually with productive results, and that was one thing she wasn’t going to give up yet.

“We’ll get you out in a few,” the woman said. “We want all of them to feed.”

Annabelle looked down at the parts of her body she could see, more strings of blood dissipating into the water, but no leeches. She didn’t want to see any more, didn’t want to see their mouths fixed to her flesh, but if one showed up, she’d just endure, she realized. Her terror had been more like the fear of a child on an amusement park ride, an anguish born of ignorance.

“Why doesn’t it hurt?” Annabelle asked.

“The simple answer is the chemicals in their mouths,” the woman said.

“Am I going to be covered with sores?” Annabelle asked, looking at herself. Just because she couldn’t see a ribbon of carnage every place she’d been bitten didn’t mean she wouldn’t wake up tomorrow covered in spots.

“Not unless you’re allergic,” the woman replied. “And if you were, we’d already know it.”

“Because I’d be dead?” Annabelle quipped.

“No, you’d just be swelling up a lot.”

“You sell the leeches?” Annabelle asked, a dumb question she knew, but the only one she could think of at the moment that would keep the conversation going. She didn’t want the woman to leave.

“Yeah, for food,” the woman said. “Great source of protein.”

“Seriously?” Annabelle said. “Who would ever put one of those in their mouth?”

“Who would ever put a cow in their mouth?” the woman said with the annoyance that suggested she’d gotten this question many times. “Who would put a lobster in their mouth? Or a shrimp?”

“You prepare them then,” Annabelle said.

“The people we sell them to prepare them.”

“Fried, sauteed, minced, barbe—”

“All of the above,” the woman said.

“Do the people know the leeches eat human blood?”

“What people?”

“The people eating the leeches?”

“That doesn’t come up,” the woman said, and she stepped over to the controls and shouted, “she’s ready!”

Annabelle heard the motors whir, felt herself rise, looked down at the water and noticed the little black shapes in the gloom. Would it have been better if she’d noticed them before she’d been fed to them? She wasn’t sure.

In a reverse of the earlier procedure, the two men guided her post to the hole in the floor, the woman untied her, she was returned to her chains and brought out to the front room, where she was told to stand.

One of the men, the one who’d driven the car and who Annabelle believed was named Allen, and the woman, stood on either side of her wiping off the blood with sharp-smelling towelettes before they squeezed out something yellow from little tubes, dabbing it across every mark they could find.

Most of the bites had left tiny V-shaped gashes in her skin, the blood already coagulating in most of the places, and Annabelle looked at herself and regretted the energy she’d given to panic.

“It smells like honey,” she noted.

“That’s because there’s honey in it,” the woman said.

“Thanks,” Annabelle said, “I guess.”

All four of them returned to their previous places in the car. Allen, the driver, was the first to speak.

“Sorry for the shit I gave you,” he said as soon as he’d pulled onto the road.

Annabelle, thinking he was talking to someone else, looked at the other two before she noticed Allen was looking at her in the rearview mirror.

“What?” Annabelle said.

“Sorry for the shit I gave you,” he said again.

“What shit?” she said, thinking she was getting an apology for being fed to worms.

“About being a lawyer,” he said. “You are one. And that’s cool.”

“How did you get it confirmed?”

“I found your picture,” he said. “If we didn’t have to get you back to the co-op, I’d want some advice.”

“What kind of advice?” Annabelle asked.

“Exit strategy,” he said.

“You mean selling?” Annabelle asked.

“Yeah,” he replied.

“No,” she said.

“No?” he said. “No what?”

“I assume I’ve seen the extent of your operations?” she said. “That one building?”

“Yeah,” he said, the defensiveness breaking through his voice. “But we’re looking at expanding.”

“No,” Annabelle said, shaking her head, noticing that the woman and the man in the back seat with Annabelle were both staring at her now.

As Mordant & Faulle’s most junior attorney, and the only lawyer who wasn’t free, Annabelle had been tasked with what was called crackpot duty, meeting with the dreamers, the delusional, and the sometimes deranged would-be entrepreneurs who believed they were ready to sell their business, their idea, their half-drafted patent application to the highest bidder. Annabelle had learned to let them down gently. No one likes having their brainchild disparaged, much less by a pretty girl visiting their office in chains, or meeting with them from the other side of the bars of her cage. But there was no reason to be gentle here.

“Why not?” the driver demanded, the car accelerating as he pressed impatiently on the gas.

“Because you’re grossing less than 50k annually, and I’m assuming all three of you would starve if at least two of you didn’t have other jobs.”

The woman covered her mouth with her hands and looked back mirthfully at the naked slave girl.

“How do you know that?” the driver asked.

“Assumptions,” Annabelle said. “Am I right?”

“Maybe,” the driver said. “But you don’t have to be profitable to be picked up.”

“People buy all kinds of things,” Annabelle agreed. “And maybe with a little song and dance and the right statistics, you could find a believer. But we’re not going to . . . we wouldn’t represent you.”

“You’re not a lawyer anymore,” Allen said.

“I think we all understand that,” Annabelle said, not at all offended, because far worse things had been said by the hopeful people whose dreams she’d dashed. “You just fed me to your pet leeches.”

“Eeeeh!” cried the woman, doubling over to stifle her laughter.

“You’re the one who brought up M&A.”

“You asked what I did,” Annabelle noted.

“Are you licensed to practice law in Idaho?” the driver persisted, his tone suggesting he’d caught Annabelle in some way.

“Did you think I was when you asked for my advice?” she asked.

“No.”

“Case closed,” Annabelle said.

“What?”

“Go ahead and file a complaint against me,” Annabelle said, realizing she was enjoying this. “One of the first questions they’ll ask is if I stated or implied credentials I don’t have, and you’ve got nothing unless you lie.”

The car’s engine roared as Allen pressed with frustration against the gas.

“Okay,” he sputtered, “you just—”

“Allen, baby,” the woman said, putting her hand on the driver’s shoulder. “C’mon. Let it go. You asked her for advice, and she—”

“She fucked with you,” the man next to Annabelle blurted with an admiring laugh. “And she’s good at it.”

Allen’s shoulders slumped, a gesture Annabelle had seen more times than she cared to recall, the gesture not just of one man having his hopes tossed aside, but what Annabelle had come to perceive as the universal reaction to hitting a capitalistic roadblock. It was always tragic, but if you threw money at every half-baked scheme someone came up with, capitalism would fail, and that would be more tragic.

“For the record, I didn’t fuck with anyone,” Annabelle said, looking pointedly at the man beside her. “I’ve advised you to the best of my ability.”

“I hear fucking,” the man said.

“Do you want any more advice?” Annabelle asked.

“Please,” the driver said, his voice clipped with annoyance.

“Open a second, um, leech swimming pool, as far away from this one as possible. East Coast. And double your segments. I assume you’re selling to restaurants?”

“Yeah.”

“Get into grocery stores. Ethnic, Korean, bodegas. Get in the press. Announce some recipes. Rent a girl that likes being fed to the leeches and have her do an interview while she’s tied to the cross. Create the impression you’re growing exponentially, so now you’re not just selling year-over-year incremental. Sum it all up in five slides. Not three. Not seven. Five. Have it ready to go, because you never know when someone’s going to call.”

Annabelle could feel her pulse quicken, her temperature rise, because this was where the thrill lay for her, the easiest part of the job, and the most self-actualizing: a slave in a collar, sometimes naked, establishing a degree of expertise she’d be glad to stack up against the abilities of any free lawyer her age. Reviewing the ideas of two or three wild-eyed dreamers per day, including a regular parade of would-be food industry entrepreneurs, had versed her thoroughly in regulatory arcania.

“Who regulates you?” Annabelle asked.

“We work with Idaho Department of Health,” the woman said.

“Federal?” Annabelle said.

“What about federal?” Allen asked.

“If you start doing interstate, they’re going to get involved. And it’s probably going to be classed as seafood, so that’s FDA, which is much more stringent than the Department of Agriculture. Good chance they’re not going to be remotely amused by your habit of feeding girls to the product. So maybe you can get leeches listed as regular meat, which falls under the Department of Agriculture. Much easier to deal with, but you’d need a lawyer for that.”

“You’ve got experience in all this, then?” Allen asked accusingly.

“Generally,” Annabelle replied. “From both sides.”

“Both sides?” the woman asked.

Annabelle laughed. “Or maybe three sides. I’ve consulted with food companies, I’ve been fed to leeches, and people have eaten worms off my body.”

“What?” Allen said.

“They tied me to a table, covered me in sushi, and anchored a tray in my pussy and . . .” Annabelle’s voice trailed off. There was no reason to go into the details. “It’s a whole thing in Japan. In Osaka. There’s a name for it I don’t remember.”

Allen’s foot eased off the gas, and the three entrepreneurs rode in silence for a time before the woman turned back to look at Annabelle.

“How much was that worth?”

“How much was what worth?”

“What you just told us.”

“Oh,” Annabelle said. “Nothing. I’m not licensed in this state.”

“No, but if you were,” she said, “what would you have charged us?”

“It starts at a thousand,” Annabelle said. “Payable to Mordant & Faulle, of course. Not me. And extra for research, site visits, intelligence, espionage.”

“Espionage?” Allen said, laughing.

“It’s a term of art,” Annabelle said. “Every party to an M&A wants to know more than any other party wants them to know, and every party doesn’t want the other parties to know what they know. The process meets every definition of espionage. Or spying. Or whatever you want to call it. Cloak and dagger.”

“You’re being serious,” Allen said.

“Of course.”

“Will you do it for us?” the woman asked, looking earnestly back at Annabelle before she cast a quick glance at Allen, who looked at the woman and didn’t shake his head.

“Do what?” Annabelle asked.

“Help us sell the company?”

“I’ve already told you you’re not viable.”

“You gave us a roadmap, though,” the woman said. “It would be cool to have it fleshed out, in writing.”

“I’m not licensed in Idaho,” Annabelle noted again.

“Not licensed work,” the woman said. “Just as, I don’t know, a consultant. A mentor. You could—”

“No,” Annabelle said, kind of playing the word out slowly, softly, having to listen to it herself to believe she’d said it.

“We’ll take off your chains,” the woman said. “We’ll give you clothes. We’ll rent you tomorrow, reserved class.”

“No,” Annabelle said again.

“She’s pissed that we fed her to the leeches,” the man next to Annabelle speculated.

“Are you?” the woman asked. “Is that why you won’t help us? Because you hate us?”

“No,” Annabelle said a third time. It was a negotiating tactic: simply refuse an unacceptable offer without giving any reasons the other side could pick apart. But it was more than that for her right now: an instant, visceral response, springing from a state of mind Annabelle didn’t know until this moment she possessed. She looked out the window, sensed they were getting close to her new home, and in the silence provoked by her flat refusal, she pondered.

Why had the No come so suddenly, so easily? Where had the conviction arisen to say the word three times to people who had the power to feed her to swimming worms, who could beat her themselves, or make up some story of disobedience that would get her chained to the punishment wall over breakfast tomorrow morning? Wasn’t this request an opening, the next logical step in her tragic tale? Wasn’t this one of those miraculous opportunities, one of those themes, those archetypes, so appealing it had been occurring in literature since antiquity: the slave or the prisoner demonstrating some unexpected value—wisdom, a dream, prophecies—so significant to her captors that they freed her, or at least made her more free? The offer from these leech people could have been the start of Annabelle’s road home, a minor contribution to them a steppingstone to bigger things, and bigger things, until she was professionally back where she started.

No.

Nothing about this chimeral story appealed to her. Not the grinding slog through competitive intelligence, sales trajectories, market caps, international legal frameworks, revenue and compensation models, industry best practices, tender offer scenarios; not the final report drafting, usually something she did during the long afterhours, when the distractions were fewer; not the final report delivery, when everyone poked holes in the weaknesses of her case and no one praised anything because why bother, she was just a slave?; and not the final outcome: a closed deal, a check cut, vast sums changing hands, and none of it going to her.

The certain career path was missing; that was it. Enduring the gauntlet of unpleasantries when she was at Mordant & Faulle made sense because she had a vague sense of where she was headed. Still a slave, but a lawyer slave, respected by her peers, even the free ones, and bringing tangible benefits to herself and those around her. In her wildest dreams, she imagined owning a few of her own slaves, a male and female perhaps, diligent and affectionate, whom she would learn to love.

Of course, all that had been a lie, she now knew. If Randy hadn’t died, he would have sold her to the highest bidder when she turned 30. She might have gone to a law firm, or a corporate pleasure center, or a leech farm. What had happened today was, one way or another, what was destined to happen, and a new wave of fury washed over her, not just for the unfairness of the universe in general, but for the way its capricious nature had left her particularly burned.

The only sound in the car was the hissing of the road beneath the wheels. The three people with her were silent. She looked down at her breasts, at the little Vs the leeches had cut into her skin. One of them, just below her left nipple, was leaking slightly, a little bubble of red blood blooming there. She smelled honey, fresh on her skin, and a hint of older honey as well, brittle and cloying, from the seat, and she wondered how many other girls had sat here after their leech ordeals, skin sloughing the honey put there as a small kindness. She pressed her middle finger against the blood, smeared it, put her finger in her mouth, wiped again until all the blood was gone.

“I’m afraid I was a little short,” Annabelle confessed, not wanting to remember being escorted back to the co-op by three hurt people—no matter what they’d done to her. “I respect what you’re doing, and I wish you the best. I’m just . . . I’m just not in a good place right now, and I think, I think you triggered me a little. I mean, just with asking me to do something I’m not going to get to do any more.”

No one replied, and Annabelle fell silent as well, immediately questioning her impulse to apologize to people who had probably already moved on. And yet, as the car slowed, rumbled over the gravel in front of the building, came to a stop, she pushed her door open with a final “Bye, maybe I’ll see you again.”

The gravel, warmer now in the September sunlight, still hurt the soles of her feet, but Annabelle soldiered over them toward the building, the woman accompanying her. The door swung open, the woman handed the keys to the man just inside, and Annabelle entered and turned to watch the woman making her way toward the car, shoulders slumped a little, and she felt a gnawing sadness for her.

A three-member welcoming party went to work on Annabelle, one scanning the chip in her back, one touching some of the places where her bite marks showed, pressing her finger against Annabelle’s back in the places where, she guessed, she was bleeding. The third worker, male, examined the cuffs around Annabelle’s wrists and ankles, tugging them, turning them, making sure they were tight enough, and then it was done, the welcome complete. The three withdrew to a little desk next to the door, and Annabelle made her way through the room where the slaves were bound for selection, passed through the door into the meal room, where a pile of things wrapped in cellophane alerted her to her hunger. What time was it? The clock on the wall said 1:15. It was hardly past lunchtime, and she was done for the day.

A sudden, intense, and very unexpected euphoria filled Annabelle’s mind, and her body too, like a physical thing. Her work was done for the day. Nothing more was expected of her but to eat and then do nothing. How long had it been since she’d been given half a day of idleness? Or no, she still wanted to do things, but there was no pressure: Wash off in the shower room. Go to the common room. Watch TV with the other slaves.

Have sex.




Chapter 11: Friends

Annabelle shuffled over to the food tables. They’d set out sandwiches—peanut butter and jelly, grilled cheese, ham & cheese, a club. She picked up the club, read the ingredients, chose that after she noted with surprise that the cheese was Swiss, not American. At the end of the table, a few salads still remained, and she grabbed one, picked up a juice box and went to a place against the wall to sit. There were other people here, in groups of two and three and more, lunching and talking quietly, but Annabelle didn’t want company right now, nor did she want to try to join a group that didn’t want her. It wasn’t primarily social anxiety, though, that made her want to keep to herself. It was sex.

Now that the idea had entered her mind, she couldn’t extract it. It wasn’t time yet, she told herself. Doing it in that room with all those other people wasn’t going to work, she insisted. Everyone was chained. How were you supposed to do it with your wrists and ankles cuffed together?

But the possibility proved overwhelming, the chance that she might find the right sort of boy and might enjoy coupling, and cumming, swatted away every other rumination. Was her mother somewhere around, looking for her? She didn’t care. Would asking someone for sex and getting turned down make her a fool? It didn’t matter. She could hardly taste her lunch, and when she looked down at her vulva, her juice was running thick enough to put a damp oval on the floor’s thin blue carpet.

No, she didn’t want company. While she was in this condition, she couldn’t socialize. She could make friends later.

Most of the hundreds of slaves owned by this operation were probably still out on their assignments, she thought, so the sex area might be relatively quiet. All she needed was one male, and she didn’t care what he looked like, who he was, what he was. He only needed to have one thing, and her mind wandered to what she would say to him, how she would do it, how it would feel.

Mordant & Faulle had provided her per contract with one partner per week, a rental subject, and she usually ordered males, but this last time—how many nights ago? Three? Four? A lifetime?–she’d ordered a female, something she did every month or so. It had been more than a week since her last male. When she lived in the subject dorm in college, where everyone was naked and no one was shy, she had as many males as she wanted. Several a night if she wanted. And sometimes she did.

A gaggle of slaves entered together, three males and two females, chatting noisily, one of the men speaking with a deep, affected voice, one of the girls laughing because she thought he was funny, and Annabelle watched them warily from her place against the wall. None of them could have been older than her. A few looked like teenagers. Surely none of them had been to college, or would ever go. And yet, they gave off the aura of happiness as they walked in their chains to the food table, joked about the sandwiches, grabbed drinks, looked for a place to sit.

Annabelle was still staring when one of the girls made eye contact, seemed to be trying to read the dark-haired girl having lunch by herself near the wall, and something seemed to click and she headed over, the other four following her. Maybe the girl was curious, or maybe she felt sorry for the solitary girl. Annabelle, not concerned about the motivation, steeled herself for the intrusion of her space and mind by people not operating for the moment on her sexual wavelength.

“Hey,” the girl said, casually, the way you say hi to someone you might never see again. Annabelle smiled, but with her mouth full of club sandwich, she didn’t try to talk.

The five continued to chat as they sat deftly with their meals, clearly experienced dropping to the floor while shackled, and Annabelle studied the way they settled their bodies, stooping, setting their things on the floor before them, dropping to knees, rolling back to their rears and crossing their legs.

They had all been to the same place, Annabelle quickly surmised, the five sharing names and details of place and policy, although the nature of their assignment remained unclear. Maybe construction, maybe manufacturing, but none of them bore the grime or the marks of that kind of labor. It might have been sex, and in that case, all were spent and couldn’t help her with her issues today.

“You’re new here, right?” said the girl who’d first noticed Annabelle.

“Got here a few days ago, yeah.”

“Did you go anywhere today?”

“I got fed to leeches,” Annabelle said drily.

Her five meal partners exploded as one, groaning, shouting, laughing, their overall reaction one of both outrage at that particular role and humor at Annabelle’s stoic retelling, and there was sympathetic touching, on her legs and shoulders, and then an interest in the evidence.

“Can we look?” the girl asked. “They leave these little bite marks, don’t they?”

“Sure,” Annabelle said. “You’ve been?”

“I haven’t, but anyone who goes talks about it afterwards,” said the girl.

“Family of five got her here,” said one of the males, putting his finger in the middle of five little V-shapes halfway up Annabelle’s left thigh.

“Did it hurt?” another of the males asked.

“No,” Annabelle said. “I didn’t know they were there until I looked.”

“Did you scream?”

“A lot, yeah,” Annabelle said, realizing suddenly that she needed this, that this was a sympathetic audience, and describing her ordeal to them felt therapeutic. Sex was still there, but simmering on a back burner at the moment.

“Didn’t they put you on this cross thing?”

“Yeah, they tied me to it and dropped me in the water.”

“You’re still bleeding,” one of the girls said.

Annabelle dropped her head to look at the place beneath her nipple, confirmed that it had begun oozing again.

“I could lick it off,” said the same boy who’d touched her thigh, and Annabelle looked at him, neither saying yes or no, just taking him in. He was young looking, boyish, lean and dark-haired and cute, but without any edge to him, probably not educated beyond high school, if that. In short, not someone she’d notice in any other context. But his penis was erect, a good size, and aiming upward from his loins.

“Yeah, you could do that,” Annabelle agreed with a sip of her juice.

“Not here, though,” he said. “Doing things like that isn’t allowed out here.”

“I’m covered with honey anyway,” Annabelle said. “I was going to wash off.”

“How did that happen?” a girl asked. They were all like the boy who’d touched her, young and innocent, with generic good looks, the kind of people who pose for outdoor clothing catalogs.

“Honey-based antibiotic,” one of the other boys said.

“Exactly,” Annabelle agreed. “They put it everywhere I got sucked.”

“I could lick that off too,” the boy said.

They might have all started laughing, cooing, teasing, but no one reacted at all to the boy’s overture, and Annabelle was glad. These people were as interpersonally deft as they were practiced in their chains. Sex was simply another thing that was done here.

“You’d be welcome to,” Annabelle said. Instead of interfering with her arousal, these five interlopers had pushed her to the next level of energy, she realized. But still, she and this boy and his peers continued their lunches until all were done, and the males helped the females up, and the boy who had offered to suck off all her honey picked up Annabelle’s food wrappers and empty juice box, and helped her to stand as well, and really, he was already well beyond what Annabelle was willing to settle for.

“What’s your name?” she asked as they shuffled in their chains toward the common room.

“Traynor,” he said. “You?”

“Annabelle.”

“Pretty name,” he said.

“I’ve never done it in chains,” Annabelle said.

“You get used to them. Sometimes they’ll put you on the tethers if no one else is using them.”

“Tethers?”

“They chain both feet to the floor, but everything else comes off.”

“I didn’t see those before.”

“They’re not always in use. Staff don’t like bothering with them.”

“How long are the chains?” Annabelle asked.

“Like, three feet or so.”

“That’s long enough,” she said, prompting a laugh.

They passed through the shower room without stopping, and Annabelle tried to ignore the hair clumped against her neck and the way her upper arms stuck to her ribs. She could take a shower later, after Traynor, since he didn’t seem to care.

Things were quieter throughout the room. No one was dispensing meds, the dessert station hadn’t been set up yet, and just a handful of people were watching the TVs, a game show on one, the other just women talking.

Annabelle barely noticed any of it, however, because the butterflies were stirring in her chest.

Had she forgotten how to have sex? Was she afraid she’d do something wrong with Traynor? Judging from the looks of him, his first time was probably just a few years ago. But how much had he done it in the last year? Probably a lot more than Annabelle’s weekly coupling. Experienced as he might be, he wasn’t yet jaded, judging from the way his erection bounced as they reached the coupling area, where just two others, both male-female, were quietly enjoying each other.

The single staffer, a female, was tapping on her phone in a seat against the wall.

“Hey, Darcy, can you tether us?” Traynor said.

The girl looked up at the couple, seemed to be trying to decide if they were worth the trouble before she rose and went to the furthest reaches of the sex area, stopping where four long chains lay coiled up.

“You here,” she said, pointing to Annabelle and then the floor, and Annabelle stepped to the appointed spot, smiled at Traynor while her ankles were bound and her chains were removed, watched him endure the same process.

They could do almost anything tethered like this, given the length of the chains. The butterflies were settling down, and Annabelle confirmed in the half-light that Traynor’s penis was still erect, and she went into practical mode. She turned away from him, dropped to her hands and knees, and put a hand on her rear.

“Start like this,” she said.

Traynor knelt behind her, stroked her vulva twice, opened it and inserted, gasping slightly as her wet walls closed around him.

“Can we do oral too?” he asked as he moved inside her slowly.

“Yeah,” she said, but she didn’t disengage immediately, savoring her first penetration in more than a week. Traynor was good, knew what he was doing, wasn’t in a hurry, and seemed to be enjoying her hole as much as she was enjoying having it filled.

“Okay,” she said softly, sliding forward and off Traynor’s shaft, and she rolled to her back and opened her legs. There was nothing romantic about this, as far as she was concerned. Not that growing up as a subject had ever imbued her with those illusions anyway. But she was being particularly mechanical here, just waiting for him either to kneel between legs and lick her vagina, or straddle her face and put his mouth between her legs. The chains should be long enough for either one, but he did neither. Instead, he lay his body besides hers and kissed her, hard, on the mouth.

“Sorry,” he said when she looked at him in surprise. “I’ve just really been wanting to do this.”

“To me?” she asked, forcing him to hold on to his answer for a moment while she took another kiss from him.

“Yeah,” he said in their next pause.

“Why?”

“Can’t think of a reason,” he said. “I guess for the same reason I want to lick all your honey off.”

“Do anything you want,” Annabelle whispered.

For the next half hour, Traynor did whatever he wanted to Annabelle, with her full cooperation. He licked off the honey here and there, licked the place under her nipple that was still oozing blood, licked between her legs, put his penis into her mouth, kissed her again, lay on top of her and moved in and out of her, sawing within her loins slowly, methodically, driving her to orgasm in time with his own climax, the ad hoc lovers groaning out together without reflection or remorse.

“What are you?” she asked after they’d recovered and disengaged, her head on his chest as though they were in a bed somewhere.

“Caterer,” he said. “What are you?”

“Today, leech food,” she replied. “But used to be a lawyer. What’s a caterer?”

“I cater events. Food and stuff you drink.”

“Who for?”

“Mainly Winter House.”

“Winter House?”

“An event place in Boise,” Traynor said. “Today it was lunch for the university.”

“Are you done with the chains?” a female voice asked.

Annabelle looked up, surprised to see a male and female standing side by side in their restraints, the boy in obvious need.

“We’re done,” Traynor said, waving to the bored girl in her chair against the wall. “Hey, Darcy, can you switch us out?”

“Oh my god, thank you,” the girl said with relieved surprise, and Annabelle understood in that moment that the ankle tethers were a rare treat, something you couldn’t usually get. She wouldn’t always be this lucky, but she was glad for the experience this time.

Darcy got everyone’s restraints switched in short order, and Annabelle looked at Traynor and felt a sudden wave of unexpected awkwardness. She’d wanted him for sex. She really didn’t want him for anything else. And yet here they were.

“Wanna watch TV?” he asked.

“Sure,” she said, picking her way among the growing population of sighing couples, glad her mother wasn’t among them.

Annabelle didn’t want to watch TV. She never watched TV. She hadn’t since middle school, the last time she wasn’t too busy to do mindless things.

“Do you watch Menu Man?” Traynor asked as they headed to the two big TVs.

“Menu Man? I don’t. What’s that?”

“It’s this guy, Gary Wichita, and he’s super funny,” Traynor said with far more enthusiasm than Annabelle believed was necessary. “And he’s into food. He wears disguises and goes to places with a hidden camera and tries out their food, and no one knows he’s there, and he just rips on everything that’s happening.”

Menu Man was in full swing, and had drawn a crowd of more than a dozen of the bound and enslaved, sitting on the floor or in the few chairs available, and Annabelle dropped to the floor and crossed her legs and looked down, because what Traynor had put inside her was starting to leak out. Traynor, apparently familiar with this situation, grabbed a little towel from a stack on a table between the TVs and brought it back to Annabelle before he sat beside her, and she tucked it under her vulva and looked up.

Menu Man was actually a horrible, horrible person. He was at an Asian fusion restaurant today, and between ordering and eating, he treated his audience to an unending string of insults and racist tropes. “Hey, Ching-Chong,” he muttered, aiming his glasses-mounted camera toward a Chinese girl arranging sushi rolls on a platter, “make sure none of that sticky rice sticks to your fingers. Eat lunch on your own time.”

To her dismay, Annabelle noticed not one but two Asian girls watching. Both were laughing, but it didn’t make Annabelle feel any better for them.

“Oh, this is definitely Year of the Mouse material here,” Menu Man noted, staring at a small Japanese man wearing a suit and glasses.

Traynor was laughing as hard as anyone. If this was a date, it wasn’t going well. But it wasn’t a date.

“We can go back to the other place when you want,” Traynor said to her during a commercial. “But we probably won’t get the tethers again.”

The other place. She knew what he meant. Even by the casual sexual standards Annabelle had gotten used to at college, this stood out as a uniquely informal proposition. But she liked it. She liked being asked for sex that way. Or, really, right now, she would probably like being asked for sex in any way she could be asked. Her sexual self had fallen dormant since Randy had died earlier this week. Or no . . . it had been set aside since well before then, she realized with a start. Per contract, Mordant & Faulle had afforded her a single partner per week, and it wasn’t enough. She’d just been pretending it was, because the only pursuit she took seriously since she’d passed the bar was mergers & acquisitions. Sex had been an afterthought, taken on a subsistence basis, her frustration ignored, but her desire still there, waiting. Until today. This afternoon.

She had lost everything else, her career, the prestige of her craft, the years of education, but she still had this.

“Can you do it now?” Annabelle inquired, her mind shifting with an almost physical intensity from the transgressions of Menu Man to the heat and wetness between her vaginal lips.

Traynor’s penis was soft, but he said a quick “Yeah” and helped Annabelle up, and by the time they’d reached the sex area, his erection was swaying.

Annabelle peered into the recesses of the space, confirmed that a new couple was enjoying each other with the relative liberty of ankle chains alone, but didn’t care.

“What works best for you?” she asked.

“Behind is easiest,” he said huskily, “but we can work up from there.”

A few paces away, a girl was hissing through an orgasm while her male partner drove in and out of her, but Annabelle didn’t care, just dropped to her hands and knees, spread her ankles as far as her shackles would allow, could sense Traynor getting into position behind her, felt his hands on her rear, the chain between his wrists cold against her tailbone. At this point, she would have reached between her legs with one hand to part her lips and guide the penis within her, but that wasn’t possible in handcuffs, so she let Traynor find her slot with his tip alone, pressing against the wet folds until he’d fought his way into her body, and as he drove in and out, she bucked and grunted and waited for him to orgasm. But no, he wasn’t cumming yet. He’d cum less than an hour ago. This next one might take him a while. And a few positions. And Annabelle wasn’t going to let it go to waste.

“I wanna get on my back again,” she whispered, sliding off Traynor without asking permission, and rolling over.

She’d never done it this way in chains but had seen it happen and knew what to do. Once flat on her back, she raised her bound hands over her head and spread her thighs, and Traynor stepped over her ankle chain and dropped to his knees.

In regular lovemaking, the freedom of the upper limbs is essential at this point, the male planting his hands on the female’s shoulders or breasts or the floor on either side of her torso, holding himself up with one arm while he guided his organ into the girl’s body, and then using both arms to set whatever pace suited the couple. Many options were precluded by the handcuffs, but Annabelle raised her hands to meet his, and she lowered him down upon her and raised her head so he could put his chain behind her neck. Insertion had to be done without the aid of fingers, but Traynor established his bona fides a moment later, driving his unguided penis into Annabelle’s hole, and she raised her knees and pressed her ankles against his buttocks, using them to urge him deep.

She was sore by the time he climaxed and filled her chamber with his soothing cream, but it was a delicious pain, and the stirrings of his orgasm pushed her to her own finish, and while her hips bucked, she raised her arms, put her chain behind Traynor’s neck, pulled herself up and licked his shoulder, his chin, his lips. And at this moment, she loved the boy.

~ ~ ~

That night, after two rounds of masturbation in her hanging cage, not caring who saw her or how much noise she made, Annabelle succumbed to the fitful, dream-haunted sleep of those involuntarily becoming someone else. If she thought rationally about what had been lost, she could mourn anew, but the carnal was at the moment dominating things, and whether dreaming or tossing and turning in a frustrating wakefulness, her mind went back repeatedly to the pleasures of sex that afternoon, and how she would approach pleasure going forward.

When she was a lawyer, a proud player in the M&A community, she was afforded a single partner a week, whom she had to vet herself, order, schedule, entertain, use and host until the conclusion of the assignation.

She hadn’t known until this afternoon how frustrated she’d been.

She hadn’t known until this afternoon the sacrifices she’d been forced to make to pursue what was, ultimately, an ill-defined career path. Work ridiculous hours, negotiate a merger or two, make vast sums for your owner and the firm renting you from said owner, and then . . . what?

Well, achievement. Professional recognition. An inspiring example for a million other bright young slave girls trying to define their identities and their dreams with the added burden of being someone else’s property. Yes, maybe they put a chip in your back before you were ten, collared your neck before you finished high school, trained you starting in adolescence to wear chains, but look at what Annabelle Tillman accomplished. You too, young slave girl, could be like her.

Annabelle woke from a nightmare at three in the morning, sweating and panting while she worked at filtering reality from the illusions of sleep, realizing that the box they’d been trying to put her in wasn’t real. She threw off her sheets, sat up to look through the dimness at the other towers full of resting slaves, and she thought about all the males here, and she lay back and masturbated again.




Epilogue

With the clarity of morning came a more balanced understanding of her life, and after Annabelle had breakfast and showered and found a place between two posts to be chained, she tried to smile at the people who stopped to inspect her, because sex would be only a part of her existence going forward, a small part in terms of the time spent doing it, and there were better jobs and worse jobs here, and she needed to do what she could to get the better jobs. Helping the Amish was a good job. Being fed to leaches was a worse job. Or was it? It didn’t hurt, and the hours were actually great.

A man and woman approached her, wearing identical dark blue shirts and pants, with patches on both shoulders, names over their breast pockets, black boots. Law enforcement, Annabelle thought at first, but as they drew nearer, she read “Idaho Department of Corrections” on one of the patches. And while she could not imagine what prison guards would want with her, she mustered a smile and made eye contact with both of them.

Neither smiled or greeted her, just stood on either side of her while they discussed her attributes, her age and apparent health and muscle tone.

The woman was the first to touch Annabelle, cupping her left breast, raising it and letting it fall, pinching her right nipple.

Before she could lose herself in all the things she might have to do at a state prison, the woman spoke directly to Annabelle for the first time. “We’re doing a subject management course. Any experience?”

“Subject management?” Annabelle repeated, trying to sound upbeat despite her misgivings. “You mean, training someone in subject . . . in managing subjects?”

“Yeah.”

“No, none,” Annabelle said. “Sorry.”

“How long have you been a subject?” the man asked.

“All my life.”

The man and woman looked at each other, and the woman nodded, and the man pushed the button on the post Annabelle’s right hand and foot were chained to.

“It’s a course at a prison?” Annabelle asked.

“Youth diversionary sentencing program,” the woman said.

“Not a prison,” the man said. “A secure camp. Outdoors.”

“I’ve done some of that,” Annabelle said while they waited for a worker to free her from her posts and chain her for the day’s assignment. “Training at an outdoor camp.” After a brief pause, Annabelle continued, “They weren’t training us on subject management. I guess you could say they were training us on how to manage ourselves.”

Acknowledgments

Many thanks to Robert Jackson, who (along with proofreading this book) years ago asked some question about professional slaves, thereby inspiring this series and helping build some of the specific scenes herein. And to esteemed literotica author Erik Svalbard, my collaborator on the Covens of Bludfjord series, for his outstanding proofing abilities.

[image: ]

OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Chapter I: Arriving


    		Chapter 2: Breakfast


    		Chapter 3: Artemis


    		Chapter 4: Haus Trackkhousen


    		Chapter 5: God’s Power


    		Chapter 6: The Reading of Annabelle


    		Chapter 7: The Infant Comes


    		Chapter 8: Dinner with Mom


    		Chapter 9: The Disruptors


    		Chapter 10: No


    		Chapter 11: Friends


    		Epilogue


    		Acknowledgments


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Table of Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145






OEBPS/image_rsrc1CB.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1CA.jpg
Female, Unicorn

.
Badger Therese





