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  To my wonderful children. This may be the best they get for an inheritance.
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  High Times at the Sixth Annual Succubus Sisters Garage and Bake Sale




  I FIRST met Maggie at the McDonald’s drive-thru on El Segundo Boulevard. She had the second car in line, and when the driver in front got out of his Audi to protest the lukewarm temperature of his Coke Zero, she’d been the first to come up with a workable solution, pulling an aluminum baseball bat out from her back seat.




  There was something graceful about the way she smashed out both rear headlights, dressed smartly in a white wool pea coat, her long blond hair swaying in time with the bat. She carried that rhythm flawlessly from luxury car to a region of empty space not far from the terrified man’s head. I don’t think she intended to hit him, and she seemed pleased when he jumped back into his car and drove away, side-swiping the golden-arched exit sign as part of his retreat.




  I’d never seen a woman as tough as Maggie, outside of Sister O’Hannan from catechism class at San Clemente, who’d selflessly taught me everything I needed to know about catholic guilt and the joy of hating men.




  I got out of my car and walked towards her as she finished waving her bat at the long-departed douchebag.




  “I’m Heather,” I said as I extended my hand. "You seem to have a gift for intimidation.”




  “I’m Maggie,” she said. "It’s well-practiced, you know. I have a whole lot of brothers and a shitload of ex-husbands.” She smiled. "How ‘bout you?”




  “I’ve been with a lot of men.”




  I’m not sure why I said that.




  She laughed.




  We talked for a while, no one in line behind us having the balls to tell us to move out of the way, and we seemed to hit it off. I was laughing so hard I could feel my whole body shaking.




  She made me feel good about myself.




  Maggie invited me to come out to a bonfire at Dockweiler Beach that night, and trying to sound cool I said that I’d see if I could make it.




  “See that you do,” Maggie said as she walked back to her car. “We could use more redheads.”
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  It didn’t take me long to find Maggie and her friends on the beach; they had by far the biggest bonfire and the largest crowd of onlookers, probably because Maggie and her friends were standing around the fire pit completely naked.




  There were about a dozen of them, all just as gorgeous as Maggie, sitting, talking and laughing under the flight path of LAX, wearing nothing aside from their beaded friendship bracelets; I was taken aback, since Maggie had failed to mention that none of her friends owned clothing.




  She waved to me as I approached, as did a few of the spectators, one of whom shouted out his heartfelt wish that I show him my tits.




  “I made you a present,” Maggie said to me, dangling a hand-woven pink and gold bracelet from her right hand. “So take off your clothes and stay awhile.”




  “Isn’t this against the law?” I asked as I accepted her gift.




  “The park provides the firepits.”




  “I mean the naked bit.”




  “I don’t think anyone’s going to lodge a complaint about my naked bits,” Maggie said with a smile. She took a quick glance down my front. “Yours are doing pretty fine, too.”




  I didn’t sign up for naked, so I simply smiled and shook my head, not sure of what to say.




  “Don’t be modest,” Maggie said.




  “I really don’t feel comfortable --”




  “Don’t let me down, Heather.” She gave me a little pout; it was very cute. “You took the bracelet, so now you have to strip. It’s like Mardi Gras, but for sober people with self respect.”




  I giggled a little, and didn’t try to stop Maggie as she pulled off my shirt. Then came my shorts, and before I knew it I was naked and receiving a standing ovation from an eager public. I doubt Sister O’Hannan would have approved, but I’m sure that weird old nun would have taken a peek.




  Maggie took me around the fire and introduced me to everyone. There was Mia, who looked a little like a cat and told me I looked just like Amy Adams, and Juanessa, who had a lispy Puerto Rican accent and told me that I had the sexiest elbows she’d ever seen. The comments generally got weirder from there, but all of the girls were warm and welcoming, and they made it clear that they were very much interested in having me join them.




  But I wasn’t sure what it was I’d be joining, or what kind of group enjoys being naked on the only state beach in America where there’s a one in ten chance of being shot in the parking lot.




  “What do you guys do?” I asked.




  “We’re succubi,” Maggie said.




  “That church that Madonna goes to?”




  Maggie laughed. “I’m a succubus, a sex demon.”




  “I find that hard to believe.”




  “It’s more of a metaphorical thing. I’m not a real demon, obviously, but I have some kind of power over men...” She gave me a crooked smile and a little wink. “And quite a few women, too.”




  I believed her, particularly since with Maggie’s arm wrapped around me I felt a little like I did when I’d first watched Mickey Rourke and Kim Basinger in 9½ weeks. My eighth-grade social studies teacher got fired for showing it to us; I’d later sent him flowers and a tasteful thank-you card.




  “So... you’re a sex goddess?” I asked, trying not to sound too interested.




  “Yeah... but it makes more sense to call me a succubus... you know, because I suck the life out of people.”




  “Oh.”




  “Not really,” Maggie said. “I leave my lovers drained but happy.”




  I could see the scene clearly in my mind, me lying on what I imagine would be Maggie’s four-poster bed, a white sheet draped over me, my body exhausted but my heart soaring. Imagining it I felt my pulse racing, my palms sweating... I felt like I did the day when my high school volleyball coach finally got up the nerve to ask me to prom.




  I could feel the warmth of Maggie’s breath as she leaned in and whispered into my ear. “I’m not going to lie to you, Heather,” she said. “Sometimes we do eat people...” She exhaled against my cheek. “But only the bad ones.”




  I wasn’t sure if she was joking, but it didn’t take me long to realize that I didn’t really care.




  Maggie and I talked a while longer by the fire, not just about seduction and exotic dishes but about our childhoods and old movies and about how we’d both gone through life getting by on our looks, as though everyone around us just couldn’t say no, or “I’m married”, or “can’t it wait until after my mother’s funeral”.




  We had a lot in common, but I could see that she’d moved on past my world of bad boyfriends and cheap wine. She knew far more about life and happiness than I could ever imagine.




  I felt overwhelmed, and I lost track of myself after the cops kicked us off the beach at ten and we all got dressed and went out for fish tacos. We had a few laughs and more than a few jelly shots, and someone passed around some red and yellow pills to munch on...




  I did a lot of things I didn’t usually do, before morning found me naked and hungover in Maggie’s bed. I’d felt a little dirty taking some of Maggie’s spare change for the tolls, but once she kissed me goodbye that all went away.
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  My first kill came less than a week later.




  Maggie and I took a drive in her gleaming white Roadster over to Little Armenia to do some hunting. Maggie tried her best to explain the location, saying that the Armenians weren’t to blame for the neighborhood being the best place in LA County to find self-absorbed douches who no one would miss; she blamed it on Orange County Republicans and the mortgage crisis. I didn’t analyze it... it didn’t matter as long as she kept her right hand resting on my thigh as she drove.




  We went to a tiki bar on Sunset and it didn’t take long to meet some guys; we giggled like we were tipsy, and I swear to god a lineup formed, and then we had to figure out who the biggest douche was out of all of them. One guy in his early thirties stood out, not only from his Ed Hardy shirt but from his twice-mentioned affinity for Jägerbombs. Once he brought up the latest issue of Maxim magazine both Maggie and I knew he was the guy for us.




  Just like skydiving, Maggie strapped herself in with me for the first jump. The guy turned out to be a romantic at heart, wanting to make love to both Maggie and I on a musty sleeping bag he’d spread out in the back of his Range Rover. It worked out well for us considering how many places there are in the hills to ditch a burnt-out douchemobile.




  I had a couple of nibbles, but Maggie ate most of him; to be honest, it was not as bad as I’d expected, and while I certainly felt an urge to brush my teeth, I was left with a feeling of power that I’d never gotten from my summer internship as a dominatrix for war amputees.




  I felt like centuries of manmade oppression were being swept away, tossed aside like a meat-stripped shin bone by two women who were building enough confidence to stand up for themselves.




  The strangest thing about that night was that after we had done the deed, we never once felt like we’d be caught. They hadn’t even mentioned the missing douchebag or the torched car on the news, and since Juanessa was a detective at Robbery-Homicide, she let us know that no one in the LAPD was spending much time looking into it.




  “It’s not some kind of morality play,” Maggie explained a few days later while we waited for our waffles at IHOP. “We eat the bad ones and leave the good boys and girls to rest up for next time, simply because no one cares if the douches die. Half the time the family thinks the guy’s just run off with a new mistress, or that he was into so much illegal shit it’s pretty much a given he’d disappear eventually.”




  “Have any of you come close to being caught?” I asked.




  “I’ve had a few close calls, but none of us has ever been arrested or anything. We’re too pretty to get into trouble... you know that.”




  “That’s true,” I said. As far as the justice system was concerned we were all too cute to execute.




  I changed the topic to Prop 8 as our Fresh ‘N Fruities arrived. Maggie then gave probably the best impression of closeted Mormon missionary boys making out that I’ve seen so far, so funny that I even blew a little bit of syrup out my nose.




  I was really starting to fall for Maggie... big time.




  And the best part was that I was pretty sure she was falling for me.
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  The best indication I had that I was now one of the succubus sisters was when Mia asked me to make a contribution for an upcoming bake sale, to benefit the teenaged victims of paranormal romances.




  At first it was awkward as I tried to figure out just what kind of baking was expected, as I generally don’t consider any kind of raw flesh to be good in cookies or cakes, but Mia soon specified that chocolate was the most popular flavor among their buyers. I knew right then that I had the perfect recipe.




  I rushed over to my dealer to get started.




  I baked four dozen chocolate chip cookies, going pretty light on the pot butter just in case any kids would be buying. I was pretty well-known for my cookies back home in Bakersfield, having been in charge of the snack tent for the Police Officers Association’s Relay for Life three years in a row. I would have done it for a fourth, but by then the Hell’s Angels had taken control of most of the charity racket in the Central Valley.




  The secret is to boil out all of the green and then strain it through an old Kenny Loggins t-shirt before you mix it in with the butter. Then you bake it, no pun intended, and you cover it in saran wrap and use a little bit of ribbon to make an attractive little bow. A big part of it is the presentation.




  I sampled one, just a bite, and I knew I hadn’t lost my touch. My cookies would be a hit.




  And I just couldn’t wait to share them with Maggie.
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  She was surprisingly drunk for ten in the morning, but since it was a Sunday I didn’t judge. She invited me into her apartment and after a quick session of doing what succubi do best, we sat together on her white leather couch watching the weekend forest fire smoke drift in from the southeast.




  She’d put fresh white lilies into the long-necked crystal vase she kept on her side table. I leaned in and gave them a sniff.




  “They’re beautiful,” I said.




  “Everything in my life is beautiful,” Maggie said. “Especially you.”




  I blushed.




  I took a bag of my cookies out from my My Little Pony backpack, opened it up, and then I passed one over to her. She thanked me and took a bite, and I watched as a few crumbs tumbled delicately onto her spotless white carpet.




  She chewed a little, then smiled, and then a little more before she swallowed. She smiled again.




  But then she stopped smiling.




  “Heather,” Maggie said, “I need you to be honest with me.”




  “Sure.”




  “Is there something funny in these cookies?”




  “Nothing funny,” I said, “just some ganja.”




  She jumped up from the couch and threw the cookie onto the floor. “Are you kidding me?” she said, her cute little nostrils flaring.




  “What’s the problem?”




  “You just fed me dope and didn’t even warn me. Did you think that I would just go along with something like this?”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Don’t tell me you were planning on selling these marijuana cookies at our bake sale!”




  I took her hand and tried to nudge her back onto the couch but she pulled back.




  And then she kicked me in the shin.




  “I’m sorry,” I said. “We don’t have to sell them. I don’t see why you’re so upset with me.”




  “Mia was right about you. I should have known you were trouble, but you’re just so goddamned pretty.” She turned her back to me. “I’ve lost control... perspective. You’ve starting sucking up so much of me I’m not sure what’s left.”




  I smiled and shrugged. “That’s pretty much what love is.”




  “I didn’t want that.” She looked back at me and slowly shook her head. “I feel so stupid. Goddamn you, Heather Smith.”




  “It’s Smythe,” I said. “Please... don’t ask me to go.”




  “I’m asking,” she said.




  She looked so sad now, and it made me ashamed. She was once so strong, that warrior woman from the drive thru, the one who knew her way around an aggravated assault. But now she loved me and it showed, and she was standing in front of me like a little lost puppy.




  I couldn’t leave her like that.
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  The other girls were worried about Maggie, wondering why she’d left without saying goodbye, but they all seemed to feel a little bit better as my special cookies became the hit of the bake sale, bringing in twenty dollars for a net gain of approximately thirty-eight cents.




  I think Mia was suspicious, so I took her out for dinner on a quiet stretch of beach off Pacific Coast Highway. I laid out a feast of scallops and white wine on a set of Maggie’s porcelain dishes and Riedel crystal, all sprawled out on the sand atop a white linen tablecloth.




  I knew after that there would be questions from Juanessa, so I brought her out to a picnic lunch in the scenic wilderness just off Tuna Canyon Road. The tree-covered hills there make you feel like you’re hours away from the city, and I chose a place for us with a view of where the rugged landscape meets the endlessness of the ocean and the blue sky above. I think she knew what I was planning but she didn’t seem to mind.




  By the time I’d chewed my way through the entire group, I realized that something had changed in me.




  I said goodbye to LA and the meth labs of the valley beyond. Ads on craigslist and some rather mediocre fan fiction had led me to believe that there were more women like me in Portland.




  I’ll find them and I’ll love them, and then I’ll eat them and make it look like an accident.




  But I know that one day I’ll meet someone special, a beautiful woman I can love and mentor just as Maggie had done for me.




  Whether I want to or not, I know I’ll give myself over to her, that she’ll be everything I am and more.




  And then, if I’m lucky, she’ll bash me over the head with a long-necked crystal vase and eat every last piece of me.




  If I’m lucky she’ll love me enough for that.
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  The Zombification of Amanda Hackensack




  “I WANT you to neigh for me,” she said.




  I had no idea who was talking to me.




  I’d already figured out where I was, from the smell of manure and the rustle of wood shavings beneath my sweaty running shoes.




  She was giggling while she said it; I couldn’t see anything but I could definitely hear it, the kind of chuckle the cool girls in high school use on pretty much every other girl to keep them in their place.




  I used to do it, too. I was doing it just a few months ago.




  I missed high school already.




  “This isn’t funny,” I told her. “I can’t see a thing.”




  “That’ll wear off, stupid. Gawd.”




  “How can you know?”




  There was a pause; I know she rolled her eyes right then. “It’s so much easier dealing with men. You muffin-top girls are a waste of time.”




  “Is that supposed to be an insult?” I asked. “Like there’s something wrong with not having a spray tan or a silver spoon crammed up my ass?”




  “I think my nose is being thrown the biggest insult here. You smell like hog manure. Seriously.”




  I stepped towards her and felt my knee slam against a metal stall.




  “You’re locked in, stupid,” she said.




  “What? Why are you even doing this?”




  Another pause, but I didn’t sense an eye roll. “I’m not doing this to you, Amanda. You did this to yourself.”




  I heard her hard-heeled boots walking back down the concrete hallway.




  Then it was quiet. And still completely black.
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  I think it was only twenty minutes or so before I started seeing light in my eyes. It was just a lighter shade of dark at first, but then it was like when you close your eyes and you’re facing the sun. Then there were splotches, then blobs, and then I was in a box stall in a well-lit stable, at one end of what seemed almost an endless expanse of empty horse stalls.




  The stall was like a prison cell, with iron bars running from the half wall up to the ceiling, and a heavy padlock on the gate.




  I’d been shivering from the start in the wet air, still dressed in my basketball gear, and still unsure of what had come after I’d walked into the changeroom after skills. Did the other girls end up here, too? There was no one else in the stable with me, but since I’d never been locked into a horse stall before, I didn’t have much of a frame of reference.




  If I was living in a teen sitcom, I’d be the star player on the championship team, kidnapped by ne'er do wells from the other school just before the big game. Of course, I’m only on the team because there are hardly any girls in Dover who play basketball at all, and it’s nice to be “good” at something; we’ve got one girl from Finland who’d never even heard of the game before we signed her up for skills camp. And Sayra’s from Guatemala and has yet to figure out the meaning of man-to-man.




  There’s really no reason why anyone would want to kidnap me, some off-white girl from the poorer side of town who doesn’t even know who her father is. I’m like the worst possible candidate for getting a ransom.




  She came back after an hour or so, dressed in red jodhpurs and matching boots, along with a man who was dressed somewhere between a farrier and a farm vet. He was carrying a large duffel bag and a long yellow wand.




  “See?” the girl said. “I don’t think she’s responded to any of it.”




  The man walked up to my stall and put his bag on the floor. And then he stared at me.




  “Who the hell are you?” I asked.




  He kept staring. “She’s quite aware of her surroundings,” he said. “Quite aware.”




  He took a key from his pocket and opened the padlock on the metal gate.




  “Watch her,” the girl said.




  The man bent down and unzipped his bag. “I have ways to control you,” the man said to me. He held up the yellow wand. “For beef cattle and crowd control. You’ll be good, won’t you, darling?”




  I nodded. I always lie when I’m planning on kicking someone in the balls.




  He opened the gate.




  I went at him.




  He stabbed the wand at my chest. The shock ran through my body, every muscle convulsing. I fell.




  “Don’t do that again,” he said without any hint of surprise.




  I nodded again. I meant it.




  He checked me over, inspecting me more like a prized mare than a person, even checking my teeth like all I really needed was a good deworming.




  “Do you know where you are, Amanda?” he asked me.




  “In a horse stall,” I said.




  “Yes. A horse stall. In Vermont. Only a short drive from Rutland. Do you know where that is?”




  “Not really. I’ve never been to Vermont.”




  He smiled. “And now you live here. There’s a trail that runs north of here that takes you right over Gorham Bridge. It was built in 1842.”




  “Why should I care?”




  “I don’t expect you to,” he said. “I’m just seeing if you’re paying attention.” He turned to the blond girl in the rich girl suit. “She’s immune,” he said. “Ms. Shannard was right about her.”




  “You’re kidding,” the girl said. “Like for real, immune? She’d said the same thing about how many others, but look where they’d all ended up.”




  “Immune. You can pump her full of however much fluid you’d like, but she won’t become suggestive at any point. She’d be dead long before.”




  “Dead? How much would that take?”




  “That is not how we do things, Cadance.”




  “Then what am I supposed to do with her?”




  “Feed her to the pigs.”




  Cadance bobbed her head up and down. “Like... just throw her in alive and everything?”




  “Can you guys stop talking like I’m not even here?” I asked.




  The man sighed. “That was meant to be a joke. Ms. Shannard wanted me to bring her confirmation before she gives me further instructions.”




  “I don’t care about her stupid instructions,” the girl said. “You should be talking to my father.”




  “No, you should be letting me go,” I said.




  “Your father isn’t in charge,” the man said. “It won’t be up to him. Just keep an eye on this one.”




  “I’m not a babysitter.”




  “No, you’re a grown-up now, Cadance. Try to act like one.”




  He stared at me for a moment. He licked his lips and stared a little more.




  He opened the stall and walked out, grabbing his duffel bag as he left.




  He hadn’t closed the gate.




  I ran out past Cadance and turned towards the nearest door, the opposite way from where the man had gone. I pulled the sliding door open and stepped outside.




  I looked back to Cadance, who was following me, but about as slowly as a person could walk. She looked more disgusted than worried; I’m tall but I’m not really that scary looking.




  I kept running anyway, heading past two huge trucks and horse trailers, toward paddocks teeming with well-bred warmbloods.




  I opened the first gate I came to, pushing past a few curious horse noses and continuing towards the distant tree line. I knew enough about Vermont to know that if i kept running long enough I’d end up somewhere with a crowd of syrup-guzzling tourists and their cell phones.




  Cadance was still behind me, but the gap was widening quickly.




  Something didn’t seem right.




  I climbed over the fence into another paddock, one field closer to the woods.




  I didn’t want to think about the muck that was collecting on my shoes.




  I reached the end of the paddock, only a few feet from the trees.




  And then I saw the real fence.




  It was at least ten feet tall, and it bent inward at the top like the ones you’d see on National Geographic prison shows. I didn’t have to figure out a way of squatting sideways and peeing on it to know that it was electrified.




  That’s why Cadance had no reason to hurry.




  “There’s nowhere to go,” she said to me once she caught up. “You’re locked in, Amanda.”




  “Where am I?”




  “Gawd. You’re in Vermont. What are you, like mentally challenged?”




  I basically growled at her. “I might not be able to escape... but there’s nothing stopping me from kicking your ass, princess.”




  “I have a cattle prod, too,” she said.




  I looked her over. “Where?”




  “Dammit. The tack room...”




  I’m not proud of it, but it did feel good.




  I gave Cadance Snobbybritches probably the worst beating of her life. Like almost to a needing stitches level.




  Well, okay... it was more like two punches to the mouth. But I’ve never hit anyone before. Usually a glare and some kind of huff is enough to send the right message.




  I left her hunched up on the paddock fence and I made my way back towards the stables. There were six buildings in a row, with gray brick walls and a general look of despair. It was like some kind of horsey Auschwitz; I couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to board their horse in a place like that. I picked a different stable building to check, using my nose to find the semi-sweet smell of manure. Just hay and water, as my aunt used to say.




  As I neared I could hear the snorts and hooves. There was something calming about the sounds.




  There was a large ‘D’ painted on the door with blood red paint.




  I opened the sliding door slowly, hoping that whoever was inside wouldn’t notice. Of course, that’s near impossible in real life, and it squeaked like a field mouse on a hard diet of performance enhancing drugs. I stopped opening it about halfway, which was probably a useless gesture.




  There were at least a half dozen men inside. But not one was looking over to me.




  They were mucking the stalls, slowly and methodically and in complete silence, all dressed in old t-shirts and ratty blue jeans with holes in all the wrong places.




  I don’t know how to put this, but a couple of them looked like they could work in a barn, like illegals maybe, like the Fitzsimmons’ have working for them at their barn up by Pine Plains. The rest didn’t seem to fit in, two black guys, two whites and a very large man who was probably Chinese.




  Most of the grooms my aunt had hired were teenage girls who couldn’t quite afford the boarding fees. Working in a stable is like gymnastics with horse poop, whatever the opposite of a sausage fest happens to be. Some kind of party with hot dog buns...




  I watched them work for a minute as I stood half in the door; they were acting like robots, picking up the manure and the soiled shavings and throwing them in the long wooden cart, without so much as a grunt. It’s unnerving to see mucking without the chatter; I don’t know what guys talk about when they work together, but I figured they’d talk about something.




  I didn’t feel frightened by the men... I felt more unnerved. I slowly walked towards the first stall being mucked, by one of the black guys. He was wearing a Florida Marlins t-shirt and jeans with an unexpected flare at the bottom.




  He didn’t seem to notice me standing beside him.




  “Excuse me... sir,” I said, trying not to sound condescending to the man with a shovel-load of horse shit.




  No response. I figured he was just waiting for me to just get on with it.




  “I need some help,” I said. “I’ve gotten myself a little turned around in here.”




  He didn’t even look at me.




  I turned to look at the others. No one was bothering to acknowledge that I exist. I’m an eighteen year old girl; I’m not used to older men ignoring me outside of church.




  “Hello? Are any of you guys going to talk to me?”




  Nope.




  I walked on past him, toward the other end of the stable.




  Usually a girl in basketball shorts gets some kind of notice, like a guy or two checking out her ass, at the very least. I’m not a volleyball player, but still.




  For a moment I almost thought I saw the Chinese guy glancing at the back of me as I walked by, but when I turned to look he was still scooping horse poop like before.




  At about four guys deep, the other door opened and another woman stepped in, maybe around twenty or so. She was dressed in breeches and boots.




  “What are you doing in here, missus?” she asked, looking at me. “You shouldn’t be in here alone. And why are you dressed like a rugger?”




  “I’m sorry?”




  “Hold on a tick... who are you?”




  I didn’t know what to say. About who I was, or why she was speaking like she was British with a New England accent.




  “Uh... who do you think I am?” I asked.




  “You’re not a boarder. Why the devil are you here?”




  “I was just leaving.”




  She started walking toward me. I wondered if I was going to have another mouth to punch.




  “Don’t be daft,” she said with a smile. “I’ve gotten all to cock in here sometimes. I’ll help you find your way back.”




  “Uh... thanks.”




  We walked together down the aisle, the men still paying no attention to me. They didn’t seem to notice her, either.




  “These blokes are on work release,” she said. “Minimum security and all that, but it’s still not a terribly smart idea to be in here by yourself.”




  “You were about to come in here by yourself.”




  “Oh, I can handle these lags. I know the tricks.”




  “Where are you from, anyway?”




  She smiled. “From right here. I’m trying to sound posh... you know?”




  “I guess.”




  She glared at me. “Well I didn’t ask for your opinion, did I?”




  “Sorry.”




  She opened the sliding door and led me into another well-lit hallway, but one without any horse stalls. The one wall was lined with a row of metal doors like self-storage units.




  We turned right and kept walking.




  “Are you a friend of Cadance’s?” the girl asked. She seemed friendly again.




  “Acquaintances,” I said.




  “I could see that.”




  We came to a final metal door that looked just like the others, except that it seemed like a push instead of a pull. The girl took out a key card out of her pocket and held it up to a small reader box. The door beeped and she pushed it open, and then we stepped out to a well-kept yardsite. There was a large two-story house that looked just like what you’d expect to see in the Vermont countryside, painted shutters on the windows and a perfectly arranged ring of red and blue flowers in painted white beds.




  “Is your car over there?” the girl asked.




  “Maybe...”




  “You’re good to go?”




  “I think so. Thanks a lot. I really appreciate it.”




  “No worries. I know what it’s like to be new around here.”




  I nodded as I kept moving toward the gravel parking lot.




  The girl smiled and turned back toward the stables.




  “What are you doing, Tiara?” a voice called out. The man with the duffel bag.




  “What’s wrong?” the girl said.




  “That girl there... she’s one of the new hires.”




  “New hires?” She looked back over to me. “Blimey. So that’s why she was in the back.”




  “My god you’re an idiot.”




  “Bugger off,” she said. And then she started running after me.




  I started to run, too; I was relieved to see that I was able to move quite a bit faster. I was out of the lot and up the road before she’d even cleared the parked cars.




  “You’ve got the controller, Gary,” she yelled. “Close the bloody gate!”




  I saw the gate as I rounded a bend in the road. And true to my luck, it was closing.




  I didn’t bother trying to speed up. It was closed long before I could have reached it, and the fence it sealed off was almost as high as the one in the back paddocks.




  I sat down on the grass and waited.




  Tiara and the man with the duffel bag arrived soon enough.




  “This is one of the new hires?” she asked.




  “Obviously.”




  “We’re using girls now? And why the hell isn’t she drugged?”




  “I already told Cadance. She’s immune.”




  “Bullocks."




  “Please stop saying that.”




  She jabbed a finger into his shoulder. “Don’t push me, Gary. I’m pretty sure you work for me.”




  “I work for your father, who works for Ms. Shannard.”




  “And she isn’t here... so I’m it.”




  “You don’t want to cross her, darling.”




  “I’m not scared of Kathleen Shannard,” Tiara said.




  “You should be.”




  She laughed. “Oooo... I think I just pissed myself.”




  The man sighed and looked at me. I didn’t feel that much sympathy for the man who’d shot an electrical current into my boobs.




  “You can’t keep me here,” I said.




  “We can’t let you go,” Gary said. “So what are the alternatives?”




  “As long as she digs her own fecking grave,” Tiara said.




  “What are you actually expecting from me?” I asked. “Am I supposed to live in a horse stall and shovel muck all day?”




  “Among other things,” Gary said. “That was the main point of bringing you here, yes.”




  “And drugging the seven shades of shit out of her,” Tiara said. “But you couldn’t get that part right, Gary.”




  “Do you understand the concept of immunity?”




  Tiara knelt down and grabbed me by my chin. She stared into my eyes for a moment. “Take her back to the table,” she said. “Drug her again.”




  “I’m not doing that. She’s immune.”




  “You’d better be sure of that,” Tiara said. “What if you’re wrong? What will Ms. Shannard say then?”




  “I’m not wrong,” he said.




  “You sure?”




  “Well... it might kill her.”




  “I hope it does,” someone else said. Cadance knelt down beside me, her mouth cut and still bleeding. “Do you see what this bitch did to me?”




  “She kicked your ass,” Gary said.




  “Shut up. And pick her up.”




  “She’s gotta weigh one-forty.”




  “Shut up,” I said.




  “If she dies on the table,” Tiara said. “Well... problem solved, I guess.”




  “I suppose,” Gary said.




  He lifted me up and threw me over his shoulder.




  I decided not to bother kicking my legs like an idiot. I knew I had no way to escape. They’d drug me again, whatever that meant. And I wasn’t sure whether it would be a good thing for those drugs not to work.
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