
        
            
                
            
        

    






The
Woman They Kept


By Andrew J. Krause









The Woman They Kept


Copyright 2013 Andrew J. Krause


Kindle Edition


Published January 8, 2013












All rights reserved.  No part of
this publication may be reproduced, distributed, copied in any form
or by any means without written permission from the author.  You must
not circulate this book in any format.












This book is available in print.












This book is a work of fiction. 
Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events, or
locales is purely coincidental.  The characters represented are
productions of the author's overactive imagination and are used
fictitiously.












Content not suitable for
minors.












*****












Many thanks to those who have
read the various versions of this story.












*****











Though
the contents of this book are (quite obviously) fictionalized and
placed in a dystopian setting, they represent a sad truth about the
world we live in.  In 2009 the US Department of Justice reported that
between January 1, 2007 and September 30th, 2008 there were 1,229
suspected cases of human trafficking reported by task forces in the
United States.  Of those, 83% were alleged to be sex trafficking.


	
		
			


		

	



			Table
			of Contents

		Prologue	5

		Chapter
		One	6

		Chapter
		Two	19

		Chapter
		Three	24

		Chapter
		Four	31

		Chapter
		Five	43

		Chapter
		Six	53

		Chapter
		Seven	65

		Chapter
		Eight	70

		Chapter
		Nine	78

		Chapter
		Ten	81

		Chapter
		Eleven	86

		Chapter
		Twelve	95

		Chapter
		Thirteen	98

		Chapter
		Fourteen	108

		Chapter
		Fifteen	116

		Chapter
		Sixteen	126

		About
		the Author:	131

	[bookmark: TOC]
	

	

	

[bookmark: __RefHeading__200_523318730]
	Prologue

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	He opened his mouth to breathe
	and dirt fell in, choking him.  It felt like he was drowning,
	crushed at the bottom of a pool of dry black earth.  The weight of
	it pressed down on him and his head throbbed from when they had hit
	him.  His arms were wrapped tight against his body and he could
	barely move them, his chest couldn't expand enough to get a proper
	breath.  Something was wrapped tight around him, pulling his arms
	and feet together.  He had never been in a place so dark.

	
	There was a tear in the sheet he
	was wrapped in, right above his face.  Every time he shifted little
	piles of dirt fell in his mouth, down his nose, in his eyes, and he
	couldn't get his arms high enough to clear them.  He struggled,
	bucking his legs and flexing his arms as more and more dirt fell on
	him through the crack in the fabric.  Finally something gave and an
	arm was free, he cupped and pulled and swam his way upward in the
	ocean of earth.  He was suspended in it, clawing through it, tearing
	his fingers bloody on every little stone he scraped aside, hoping
	beyond hope they had buried him face up, hoping that there was some
	chance he would get through this alive so he could save her.
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	Chapter
	One

	
	

	

	
	The road was hard enough between
	Isinor and Kitswitch, he really did not need the rain on top of it
	all.  Gideon had been through the mountain pass with its loose
	gravel and rocky terrain and out onto the grey fields of trash and
	oily pools of water, hadn't he suffered enough?

	
	The biometric suit was supposed
	to keep the acid rain from touching him, supposed to insulate him
	from every harsh element when he was between bubbles.  At one time
	it had.  But that was a long time ago, back when Rolanda had first
	given it to him so he could be outside Cormac for a day at a time. 
	Back when the suit was new and he didn't need
	to be between bubbles.  Back before she was taken.

	
	The
	acid rain seeped in at a hole in his shoulder pad, his skin  burning
	as it dripped through.  He
	twisted the throttle on his old motorcycle, navigating around a long
	since corroded transport vehicle, and tried to ignore the pain. 
	

	
	The bubble of Kitswitch loomed
	in the distance, but Gideon knew enough not to get excited.  The
	glass housing around the city was massive, miles wide, a clear
	mountain around an entire city.  He still had a ways to go.

	
	The bike handled well under him
	as he traveled through the mute brown valley, the tires gripped hard
	even when the dry earth shifted under him.  Overhead the grey-green
	clouds darkened and the rain picked up.  It was bad but not
	unbearable, he had been through worse.  And besides, it wasn't like
	he had a choice.  He gunned the throttle to the full to try to
	outrun it.  The strain on his arms became a dull ache as the bike
	surged forward, he had to get there fast before the heaviest rain
	came on.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	The acid rain dried into a fine
	grey dust by the time the entrance airlock to Kitswitch sealed
	behind him.  Nobody traveled between cities, yet some of the larger
	bubbles still kept cubbies to store vehicles in.  It was a sort of
	hopeless vanity, the weather got worse each year, anyone could see
	that.  Only the crazy or the desperate chanced travel.  Still,
	Gideon was glad to be able to lock up his bike.  He strapped his
	pistol, an old fashioned six-shooter, under his seat.  There was no
	point in drawing more attention to himself than he needed to.  He
	took off his riding jacket and donned an old brown duster. 
	

	
	He had been there once before,
	back before his parents had gotten sick and left him alone in the
	world.  The girls in the street had all put flowers in their hair. 
	He had been entranced by the smell they gave off when they moved. 
	Kitswitch prized itself on its flowers, and by the sweet smell
	wafting through the air, not much had changed.  Flowers of every
	color decorated the outside of houses along the street, Gideon took
	a moment to look at a narcissus before moving on.  Though its petals
	were closed in the fading light it was still an anomaly.  The
	teachers in Cormac used to say that flowers once grew everywhere,
	Gideon wasn't sure if he believed that or not.  He was hard pressed
	to imagine a world that wasn't grey.

	
	Gideon changed his money at a
	bank.  It was a pain, they always took a cut and Gideon's stockpile
	was dwindling, but it was necessary.  
	

	
	He took a moment to look back
	out of the bubble, the glass had a faint reflection so he could see
	the variation between the rolling dust clouds outside of the circle
	and the green gardens behind him.  It was crazy, but for a moment he
	wished he were still out there, standing in the rain, getting burned
	badly enough that none of this would matter anymore.  The moment
	passed and he walked into the city.

	
	His muscles and bones ached with
	exhaustion but every lodging he stopped at asked to see his
	identification.  He would have probably been fine, bubbles rarely
	communicated with one another, but he couldn't afford to take the
	chance.  The least populated street would have to do for a bed.  He
	found one with a few vagrants sleeping on the ground and he chuckled
	to himself, even a rich city like Kitswitch had homeless people.  He
	propped himself against a wall and was asleep in an instant.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	In the morning the sun rose
	vibrant and red through the glass, the storms had passed in the
	night.  Red sun in the sky, okay to fly.  Not that it mattered in
	here, the bubble kept all the storms outside, but Gideon had made it
	a habit to keep an eye out for any indication the weather was
	changing.  It was the only thing that kept him alive in between
	bubbles.

	
	A peace officer walked by and
	looked at him a little too long, so Gideon picked himself up and
	walked on.  The hum of an electric rail system whirred above his
	head.  Gideon followed the track with his eyes, it looked like it
	did a simple loop around the place, weaving between buildings.  A
	bicyclist passed, swerving to avoid him on the street and cursing.

	
	In a city like Kitswitch, there
	wasn't really a bad part of town, so Gideon didn't know where to
	start looking.  They hid their bad in the cracks and crevices.  “Do
	you know where I can get some company?” he asked a stranger
	walking by.  The man shrugged away from him, averting his eyes and
	quickening his pace.  He got the same reaction from the next few
	people he asked.  Finally a stout man in a bowler cap pulled him
	aside.

	
	“You want to be careful
	how you ask those things,” he said.  The man needed a shave
	and smelled like day old whiskey, but Gideon leaned in close to him.
	 His pores were large and filled with grease and his shoulders were
	bunched up and tense.  “You aren't from around here, are you? 
	You a rider?”

	
	Gideon shook his head.

	
	The man smiled and his shoulders
	relaxed.  He was missing a tooth in front.  “People like to
	believe the things that you're asking about aren't things that exist
	in a place like Kitswitch.  Most of them got their underclothes
	pulled up too high if you ask me, they believe a person hasn't got
	any desires.  But guys like you and me know."  He winked and
	nudged Gideon with his elbow.  "Thing is, you got to know how
	to ask, you can't just go mugging people straight out.  There's a
	lot of territory issues with the riders, you don't want to ask the
	wrong person.”

	
	“Where?”  Gideon
	asked.

	
	“You looking for company
	for a night or a lifetime?”

	
	“I can get company for my
	lifetime?”

	
	“You can get company for
	theirs,” the man gave him a yellow grin, “it doesn't
	have to be for yours.”

	
	Gideon scratched at his face,
	giving him a much needed breather from the man's stench.  “I
	need to know where I can find both.”

	
	The man rubbed his hands
	together and cackled with delight.  "Wonderful, wonderful.  I'd
	just ask for a small donation for that information.  Nothing much
	for a man like yourself, just a few marks."

	
	Gideon had a five note in his
	hand.  He had expected as much, no one did anything for free, and as
	soon as the man was paid he wrote down an address.  "The
	Cantina," he said.  "That should have what you're looking
	for." 
	

	
	Gideon hopped the rail to the
	place, thankful to be away from the man's stench and his leer.  He
	cracked his knuckles and watched as the city rolled by underneath
	him.

	
	The address was on a street
	lined with neon signs completely devoid of people.  It was barely
	midday, so Gideon ate a sparse lunch and waited for the sun to go
	down.  He had long ago discovered that streets like these only come
	alive at night.  Many of the bars along the street had biblical
	names; Fallen Angel, Horny Goat, Garden of Earthly Delights, things
	like that.  The only one that didn't was the one he was looking for,
	the Cantina.  It wasn't like the others, there were no neon lights
	nor gaudy pictures of women in the windows.  It simply looked like
	any other building, a few windows smudged up with grime, paint that
	was peeling off in strips, cigarette butts littering the front
	stoop.  Gideon leaned up against the Fallen Angel across the street
	and waited.

	
	Waiting was always the worst for
	him.  Though he tried to keep his mind blank and still, too many
	little nagging whispers kept forcing their way in.  Was she alright?
	 How long would he have to be doing this?  Who had her?  The sun
	went down while he fought off his thoughts.

	
	Soon the street began to fill
	with men and women drinking and smoking, going in and then coming
	out of the buildings.  Gideon watched several people enter the
	Cantina before standing and walking in it himself.  Once inside he
	was frisked thoroughly by two large men wearing suits that bulged
	around their right hips before being pushed inside.  Gideon found
	himself in an empty room save for a single man standing and
	polishing glasses behind the bar.  He cocked an eyebrow, he was sure
	he saw a good amount of people come in before himself.  Where had
	they all gone?

	
	“Kind of an empty place,
	isn't it?”  Gideon asked as he saddled up to a stool.  The
	tables were empty, a fine sheen of dust visible over everything.  No
	one had sat at any of those tables in years.  What was going on?

	
	“We don't do much
	business," the bartender said, his eyes never leaving Gideon. 
	"What can I get for you?”

	
	“A whiskey, please.”
	 The contents of the bar were innocuous.  There were pictures up on
	the wall of people that Gideon didn't recognize with signatures
	scratched across them, vintage signs for types of beer that Gideon
	had never tried, and old pieces of farming equipment that proudly
	showed rust from age.  He leaned across the bar and lowered his
	voice.  “I didn't really come here for a drink.”

	
	The bartender smiled, revealing
	an impressive collection of sharp and brilliantly white teeth. 
	Gideon had the disturbing sensation of staring at a wild animal,
	though nothing of the rest of the bartender's demeanor would hint at
	that.  The rest of him was as innocuous as the bar itself, mid-sized
	shoulders, plain clothes, shaven face, but those teeth set Gideon on
	edge.  They were wild teeth, animal teeth.  Teeth that were built
	for piercing and tearing flesh.  “Not many do.  Are you in
	town for the fight?”

	
	Gideon sipped at the whiskey
	placed in front of him and his heart skipped a beat.  The
	bartender's eyes betrayed no hint of emotion.  Gideon kept his
	breathing steady and measured.  “What do you mean?  I live
	right on the other side of the rail.”

	
	Those teeth flashed again.  “No
	you don't.  Your shoes are half melted away.  You a rider?  We don't
	affiliate or discriminate against any clan, you should know that.”

	
	Gideon wished desperately that
	his gun was still strapped to his waist.  There was nothing on the
	walls that he could use as a weapon if it came down to it, he would
	have to rely on his fists.  “I ride, but I'm not a rider.”
	 He pulled up his sleeves and showed two bare forearms to the
	bartender.  “No mark.”

	
	“There sure isn't a mark,
	but something's deviling you.  You look at things out of the corners
	of your eyes,”  That toothy grin came back again.  “Like
	I do.  You're welcome here so long as you don't cause trouble. 
	You're not a rider, and you're not a peace officer.”  He
	leaned back and pressed at something below the bar.  An audible
	click came from behind Gideon.  “Men's room is open,”
	the bartender said, nodding his head towards the door.

	
	Gideon hesitated half way to the
	bathroom.  “How did you know I'm not a peace officer?”

	
	The bartender tongued his
	canines in a feral way.  “An officer wouldn't have been
	looking around the room for something to kill me with.”

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	The men's bathroom was a white
	tiled room that had a noticeable lack of the smell of shit or piss
	or disinfectant.  It smelled like just any other room, and had just
	as much dust everywhere as the bar outside.  Everywhere except for a
	trail along the ground leading to a full length mirror that now
	swung wide open, revealing a passageway behind it.  There was a
	stone set of winding stairs behind the mirror.  Gideon swallowed
	hard before stepping down onto the first step.

	
	“It's not a grave,”
	he told himself quietly.  
	

	
	As the staircase wound down the
	sounds of music and shouting grew louder and the smell of sweat and
	sawdust floated up towards him.  A strobe of flickering neon lights
	danced up the stairs as he got to the bottom, and soon Gideon
	stepped into a crowded throng of people cheering.

	
	At the center of the room an
	elevated platform had a silver cage around it and the sounds of a
	struggle were accompanied by the cheers of the crowd.  A man stood
	on one side of the cage, bare chested and bloodied, with his hands
	tightly gripped into fists.  Gideon raised his eyebrows and stood on
	his toes to see what the man was fighting.  Hunched down in a
	fighting stance, the fur along its back raised, teeth bared, was the
	largest wolf Gideon had ever seen.  It too had blood flecked around
	its body.  The fighter and the wolf stalked each other around the
	cage, each scoring hits with fists or teeth.  The wolf growled and
	spit dripped from its maw onto the mat they were fighting on. 
	

	
	There were couches to one side
	of the cage and Gideon slid over onto an empty one, getting a better
	view of the crowd around him.  Some were standing, some were sitting
	on couches or chairs like himself, most were well dressed in suits
	and dresses with ties loosened and jackets thrown over chairs.  In
	and around the area of the couches there were several young women
	wearing only bras and panties.  Those who weren't serving were
	sitting on the laps of the people on the couches.  A bald old man on
	the couch across from Gideon was sucking on the exposed breast of a
	woman who couldn't have been more than eighteen, his wrinkled hand
	pulling aside her panties as she sat on his lap.  Her face had the
	blank and passive look of either drugs or boredom.  There were many
	more women around Gideon with this exact same look on their face.

	
	A woman with angled features
	drawn onto her face sat down beside Gideon.  She too wore only a bra
	and panties, her face covered thickly with make up, eyebrows drawn
	in where they had been plucked out.  Her lips were painted garishly
	red and glistened in the low light of the basement.  “Can I
	get you a drink?” she asked.  Gideon nodded, he had left the
	whiskey upstairs.  “Do you want to buy me one too?”

	
	Gideon cocked an eyebrow and the
	woman pointed to the old man next to them.  There were two abandoned
	drinks next to them, still full.  He now had his finger up to his
	wedding ring inside of the woman on his lap.  
	

	
	“Sure,” Gideon said
	and he took out his wallet, handing her a bill.  She ignored it and
	reached for a larger one before bouncing off.  In a moment she was
	back with two iced drinks and she handed him one.  It tasted sweet
	and strong, some sort of alcoholic tea.  A feeling of warmth spread
	through Gideon as he sipped it.  The woman waited for Gideon to set
	down his drink and then sat down on his lap, grinding herself into
	the fork in his pants.  He lifted her gently and set her beside him
	on the armrest instead.  “What's your name?” he asked.

	
	“What would you like it to
	be?”  She tried to slide down onto his lap again and he smiled
	at her before placing her back on the armrest.  She pouted and
	pulled one of his hands to the inside of her thighs.  Gideon pulled
	his hand away and took out a photograph.

	
	“Have you seen this
	woman?”  he asked.  The photograph was worn at the edges and
	folded in half, showing a blonde haired girl laughing with her arms
	around someone that was out of the picture.  Her face was full, her
	cheekbones high, her smile large and her teeth slightly crooked but
	white.  
	

	
	The girl on the armrest studied
	the photograph with one hand while trying to rub her other against
	the fork in Gideon's pants.  “She looks too expensive to work
	here.  Try the Bloom house, he caters to a more expensive clientele.
	 There's a problem with the expensive ones, though,” she said.

	
	“What's that?”

	
	She turned her head downwards
	and stared at him with big, watery eyes, pushing her breasts
	together with her forearms and leaning close to him.  “They
	won't let you do the things to them that I would.  Would you like to
	come inside me?  It'd only be twenty more, you wouldn't even have to
	wear a rubber.”

	
	Gideon pushed her away and
	stood, eager to be away from the small but persistent woman.  He
	began to walk toward the stairway when something grabbed him, he
	looked back and the woman was holding his hand.  “Please,”
	she said, her eyes quivering with what might have been fear.  “I
	can't get a drink and not bring anything back to the house.  They'll
	make it bad for me.  Let me do something for you, anything.”

	
	From the cage Gideon saw the
	final seconds of the fight as the man swung a hard right into the
	wolf's jaw with one hand and following with a karate chop to the
	throat.  A high pup-like whelp went out from the wolf and it
	collapsed to the ground.  The fighter raised a foot high to finish
	it off and Gideon turned back to the girl.  She looked young, and
	frightened, a shiver running down her arms.  He pulled out another
	few notes and gave them to her.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	It was still early enough in the
	night to get out to the Bloom house, so Gideon took the rail again. 
	As he watched the city once again pass under him he wondered how
	many places in Kitswitch were involved in this.  Hopefully not more
	than two.

	
	The houses grew larger as he
	neared his destination.  By the time the rail stopped he was in a
	section of the city where every house had a wrought iron fence
	around it, sometimes taking up the entire city block.  He walked
	until he got to the Bloom house, daunted by the impressive amount of
	security cameras mounted around the place.  There was one right on
	the front gate with a button under it that said, 'Push to talk.' 
	Gideon pressed it.

	
	“I've been directed here
	for a bit of business,” he said into the box near the button. 
	There was no reply, but there was a buzz and a snap of the gate
	opening.  He entered the complex and the gate shut behind him, a
	sudden hum coming from it that dimmed the lights from the path.  
	

	
	He walked the stone path that
	cut through the grass.  The house was Gothic, the roof peaking
	sharply into the air and peppered with stone gargoyles glaring down,
	the windows arching high, giving the place a very foreboding
	feeling.  If Gideon were a child he would think that the house was
	haunted.

	
	A short man met him on the steps
	of the house, he wore a set of gold spectacles that he pulled off
	and polished as Gideon approached.  His hair was combed back in a
	pronounced widows peak almost as sharp as the spires coming out of
	the roof.  He did not smile as Gideon approached.

	
	“Hello, my name is
	Bertrand.  You have come to see our wares?” he asked
	cordially, bowing slightly as he spoke.

	
	Gideon nodded and Bertrand
	opened the door for him.  The doorway opened up to a cavernous hall,
	their footsteps echoed loudly as they walked.  There were couches
	around for sitting and the corners of the room all had statues of
	various Abrahamic figures, cherubs and demons, carved in great
	detail.  There was a second floor that twin staircases ascended to,
	but Bertrand took Gideon to a side door instead, holding it open for
	Gideon.  It led to a small room with a pair of golden doors on one
	wall.  Bertrand pulled out a key from his pocket and fit it into a
	keyhole next to the doors and the sound of an elevator approached. 
	When it opened Gideon hesitated for a moment.

	
	"You guys are pretty lax on
	security here, aren't you?"  Gideon said before stepping into
	the elevator.

	
	"Are we?"  Bertrand
	said with a smile as he joined him.  On the inside of the elevator
	there were no buttons, just a pad that Bertrand placed his thumb
	against.  "I think you'll find that we are more than well
	equipped for our purposes."

	
	Gideon had no clue as to how far
	underground they were going, though they seemed to be traveling
	quickly.  “Are you Bloom?”  Gideon asked as the elevator
	descended.

	
	“No sir.  There is no
	Bloom.  I am simply a middle man for someone who would rather not
	put his face forward.  It is safer this way.”

	
	“For him anyway,”
	Gideon said.  Bertrand simply smiled at him.

	
	The elevator doors opened to a
	room equally as cavernous as the great hall, but instead of the
	floor the majority of the ground had been gutted out and filled with
	water, creating a pool that looked like an underground lake.  There
	was a walkway all around the outside and the water looked clean and
	cool.  Bertrand pressed a few buttons at the control panel.

	
	“It should just be one
	moment, sir.”

	
	All around the wall panels
	illuminated with the sudden glow of red neon, each seeming to have
	its own light source.  
	

	
	“Feel free to inspect the
	wares, sir,” Bertrand said and he stood with his hands folded
	at his waist.

	
	Gideon took a slow walk around
	the perimeter.  Each glass panel was actually a window to a small
	room with a bed in the back, and standing right in front of each
	window was a girl, the youngest he saw he guessed was around
	eighteen, the oldest maybe twenty-five.  They were dressed
	minimally, there were all colors of skin and hair beckoning to him
	as he walked past the windows.  “Where do they come from?”
	he asked.

	
	“Beg pardon, sir, but it
	is considered impolite to ask.  Suffice it to say that they did not
	come from Kitswitch.  They are well fed and cared for here, and each
	is well trained.  All have been checked medically.  If you like, the
	woman there has never been used, she is our prized asset.  A virgin,
	sir,” Bertrand said, pointing to the youngest girl Gideon
	passed.  Her face was round with baby fat and her hips were only
	starting to curve.  
	

	
	“How much do you charge
	for a night?”

	
	Bertrand made a small tisking
	sound.  “The man I represent is not a pimp, he does not whore
	women out.  He sells them, we do not take them back when you are
	done.  What you do with them is your own business.”

	
	Gideon suppressed a lump that
	was forming in his throat.  The girl, the virgin whose window Gideon
	was standing in front of, tried to dance for him, awkwardly shaking
	her hips from side to side in a crude imitation of the other women. 
	She licked at her lips and Gideon turned away and pulled out a
	photograph.  “I am looking for a particular woman, it doesn't
	look like you have her here.  Do you recognize her?”

	
	Bertrand took the photograph and
	studied it for a long time, his face scrunched in concentration.  “I
	cannot help you, the woman has never been in our employ.”  
	

	
	Gideon's face fell.  He thought
	he would be used to hearing that by now, but each time weighed on
	him.  How long would he be doing this?

	
	“My only advice would be
	to follow the track, though,” Bertrand leaned in close and
	whispered, “I would be very careful about how you ask these
	things.  Others in our line of work may not be as polite as I am.”
	 He smiled then, and it was not the smile of a man showing wares. 
	There was something vaguely paternal about that smile.

	
	Bertrand guided him back to the
	elevator, and as he was leaving the young girl dropped the act of
	seduction and simply waved to him.  Gideon had to look away.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	He was on the road to Elsinore
	before he allowed himself to process anything, weaving over the
	shifting earth and between abandoned transports.  There were no
	storms, no acid rain nor gusts of wind to blow him off the road, all
	he had to worry about was the trash that blew by like tumbleweeds
	and the skeletons of buildings from long ago.  The trash was
	terrible, with mounds of it built up between bubbles.  Most places
	simply pushed all their garbage far enough away for them not to be a
	problem.  In a way, he was thankful for that.  The trash did not
	allow him to concentrate on any one thing for too long.

	
	Bertrand had not been the first
	person to allude to the track.  It was always the same advice,
	follow the track, follow the track.  In everyday terms the track was
	simply the path that led from bubble to bubble used by large
	transport vessels or, more rarely, by little motorcycles like
	Gideon's.  There was more than just food on some transport vehicles,
	though, and that was what the track really meant.  
	

	
	Gideon accelerated around a
	corner and allowed all those thoughts to fall behind him.  This was
	the most relaxed he felt these days, he reached a curious state of
	nirvana when he was gunning along the dirt trails and dodging piles
	of trash.  He couldn't let his mind think about any one thing for
	more than a few seconds or he would make a wrong mistake and be left
	for dead out here between bubbles.  The time between cities was his
	vacation, dodging puddles of acid or oil and rusted hunks of metal. 
	
	

	
	After a day of riding his back
	was sore and his forearm was cramping.  He knew he would never get
	to Elsinore in one day.  He parked at the top of a hill and set up
	his grey tent against an outcropping of rocks, making it appear as
	though his tent were just another misshapen rock amongst the
	landscape.  A tin from his bag provided the meal for him that night,
	a little bunson burner heated the brown slush up and made it
	slightly more appetizing.  From the outcropping he could see the
	road stretching out jaggedly below him on the horizon, a thin brown
	line against a sea of grey and black.  
	

	
	The stars came out overhead,
	shining brilliantly.  A breeze blew along his neck, sending a chill
	down his spine.  He rubbed at his arms and pulled his biometric suit
	close.  Though he knew it was stupid, he packed the used tin back
	into his bag.  With piles of trash all around him, no one would ever
	notice him adding to it, but he found he just couldn't.

	
	The thoughts came to him then,
	strongly.  All the things he had been able to let slide right over
	him while he was navigating through the hills and valleys away from
	Kitswitch.  His breath caught in his chest as he thought of the girl
	waving to him, the woman who he had paid, the old man with his
	wedding ring.  He thought that he was desensitized to this by now,
	but he wasn't.  Every night he tried to get as close as he could to
	exhaustion, it made it easier, but some nights he had more energy
	than he liked.  A solution lay hidden in the bottom of a compartment
	mounted to the side of his motorcycle.  He tried to save it for
	nights like these.  He fished out a small flask and took a tentative
	sip.

	
	This was no regular drink.  It
	was alcohol mixed with powerful sedatives.  A single drink from the
	flask was usually more than enough to quiet things down enough to
	fall asleep.  He closed the flask back up as the liquid burned his
	throat.  After a while his vision softened around the edges, his
	thoughts quieted, and he was able to crawl into the tent and fall
	asleep.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	The low rumble of an engine
	startled him awake.  It was still dark and a chill was in the air as
	he stuck his head out.  Below him on the road a set of headlights
	plodded along while the whine of several small motorcycles
	accompanied it, swarming around a large transport caravan like flies
	buzzing a pack animal.  Riders.

	
	Gideon had heard rumors that
	transport caravans were starting to hire riders for protection along
	the roads, but it was possible that whatever clan of riders this was
	simply owned the bigger vehicle as well.  He kept low and pulled his
	revolver from his pack and checked to make sure that it was loaded. 
	

	
	As the caravan edged closer and
	closer to the outcropping where Gideon hid he held his breath,
	knowing it was ridiculous but not being able to help himself.  The
	fear he felt was very primal, sitting low and heavy in his gut,
	making his legs tremble and sweat break out in beads on his
	forehead.  If they continued on the road they would pass under
	Gideon in a few moments and then he would be safe.  They were close
	enough that if they were to look up at the outcropping above them
	they would see him.  
	

	
	The low rumble of the caravan
	was cut and Gideon's heart fell.  They were camping down below him. 
	The motorcycles all lined up to one side of the caravan and people
	filed out.  
	

	
	Floodlights were set up around
	the perimeter of the encampment, giving Gideon a little more shadow
	to hide in and allowing him to see their group better.  There were
	seven riders who had lined up their motorcycles around the edge of
	the caravan and one great fat driver who stepped out from the
	transport wheezing and lumbering his way along.  The riders were
	dressed in leather armor and wore helmets with gas masks attached to
	the front.  There were no markings that Gideon could see that
	indicated which clan of riders they were from.  
	

	
	The driver opened the back of
	the caravan and led several huddled figures out to sit by a fire one
	of the riders was making.  The figures were all chained together,
	clinking as they moved.  
	

	
	When the fire began to hiss and
	pop their faces came into view.  They were young women, somewhere
	between eighteen and twenty, and though they were covered in dirt
	and filth, some even having straw clinging to their hair, they were
	all very beautiful.  Gideon's heart raced as he tried to get a good
	look at each of their faces.  He frowned.  Rolanda was not among
	them.

	
	The fat man slopped some sort of
	paste into bowls and passed them out to the women.  They grimaced
	but wolfed it down eagerly, shoveling it with their fingers up to
	their mouths and finishing it quickly.  Even from the height he was
	at Gideon could see how skinny the girls were.

	
	“Pandam, I know we already
	got dinner,” one of the older girls said, she had a fiery mane
	of red hair that stuck out in kinks.  “But is there enough for
	us to just have a little bit more?”  She looked up at him with
	large, pouting eyes.

	
	Gideon watched in fascination as
	the fat man, Pandam she had called him, smiled sweetly down at her
	and stroked her cheek.  The smile never faltered as he raised his
	thick hand and brought it down swiftly with a sickening sound across
	her face.  “Krissen, dear.  You know enough that there's a
	better way to ask.”

	
	Krissen's face fell and she
	hesitated a moment before nodding.  Pandam disconnected her from the
	chain and led her to the back of the caravan.  The other riders
	smirked and leered at the remaining women as the caravan began to
	rock back and forth with a low moaning emanating from it.  The
	youngest looking of the women, a dark haired girl dressed in rags,
	began to cry quietly.  
	

	
	After a few minutes Pandam
	exited out the back of the caravan, struggling to buckle the top of
	his pants over his bulge and a red flush on his face.  Krissen
	limped out after him, keeping her head low.  Even in the meager
	light of the fire Gideon could see red hand prints around her neck. 
	She sat back down with the others and was re-chained.  The other
	girls didn't look at her.

	
	“Well, since Krissen has
	learned how to properly ask for treats, all of you shall get a
	second helping.”  He smiled largely as they passed their bowls
	back to him and he placed a spoonful more into each of them. 
	“Listen well, ladies.  If you want to make your life easier,
	learn to use your assets, it's the only thing you have in life to
	make things better for yourself.”

	
	After a while the encampment
	settled down and the riders took turns watching the girls while the
	others slept.  Gideon kept his revolver close to him the whole night
	and woke at every little sound.  His drink had long since worn off. 
	
	

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	The road was slow going from
	there.  Gideon was forced to stop every time he heard the low rumble
	of the caravan.  He couldn't take the chance to pass them, the
	riders were well armed and there was no alternate routes he could
	take.  It was either go slow or don't go at all.

	
	His motorcycle putted along at a
	few miles per hour.  Luckily the weather held, large caravans might
	not have to worry about the rain or the dust storms, but he sure
	did.

	
	A little after noon he stopped
	and camped between two large slabs of rock that jutted upward
	together against each other like two hands joined in prayer.  Gideon
	wasn't a religious man, but he figured it couldn't hurt to have a
	little help now and again.  After he turned off his engine and set
	up his tent he built a fire.  He wasn't cold and he didn't need to
	heat his food, but it was something to do.  A bare tree had fallen
	just outside the rocks, Gideon broke one end of it up for his
	kindling.  
	

	
	It was worthless, just sitting
	there, but what else could he do?  He eyed the compartment mounted
	on his bike before averting his gaze.  It wouldn't do to get stoned
	midway through the afternoon.  There was the possibility that
	someone would come along, and there wasn't anyone he wanted to meet
	out here, but that wasn't the only danger.  He had heard rumors
	along his travels about the animals between bubbles, he had heard
	that some animals adapted to this toxic environment, thrived even. 
	Gideon wasn't blessed with the best imagination in the world, but
	even he could see how a five foot long cockroach would be
	terrifying.  Still, what were the chances that anyone or anything
	would come across him?

	
	He took out the flask and
	uncapped it.  The sun was glaring green through the gas clouds
	overhead.  It couldn't hurt to just sleep the rest of the day, could
	it?  It's not like  he would be able to travel any faster to
	Elsinore.  He took a drink, and then another, deeper one.  Soon he
	was snoring lightly on the tree trunk, oblivious to everything
	around him.

	
	He woke to his windpipe being
	crushed and a man kneeling on his chest.
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	Chapter Two

	
	

	

	
	This was not, unfortunately, the
	first time that a soft spot for religion had gotten him in trouble. 
	
	

	
	Months before, just after
	Rolanda had intially been taken, he had no idea how to even go about
	looking for her.  His face had yet to heal from the beating he had
	taken and he scared most people who he showed the photograph of
	Rolanda to.  He decided to only look in the bad parts of cities,
	feeling less out of place with his healing face.  He found himself
	one night at a bar called the Church Key.  Seeing the words,
	'Church' and, 'Key' in the same place had given him a sense that
	someone, somewhere was trying to tell him something.  It even looked
	like a church from the outside, with stained glass windows and wide
	oak doors.  He slid into the smokey bar and ordered a drink.

	
	“There's a tip in there if
	you've seen this woman,” he said to the bartender, a kind
	faced old man with a wisp of a beard, as he slid over the photograph
	and some money.

	
	The bartender laughed.  “If
	I was a less honest man I would just lie to you for the money.”

	
	Gideon reddened.  “I
	thought, with the religious name of this place...”

	
	The bartender smiled and slid a
	drink over to him.  It was sweet and felt cool on his throat.  “Kid,
	you got a lot of hard lessons coming to you, if that's the way you
	think.”  He pushed the money back over the bar.  “I'll
	give you the drink for that.  It'll be my act of charity for the
	day.”

	
	Gideon left the money on the bar
	but took the drink.  “I don't need your charity.  I pay my own
	way.”

	
	“Relax, kid.  It's
	alright.  In a way, I suppose you're right, bars and churches got a
	lot in common.  Some people come to celebrate and some come to
	mourn, some to be together and some to be alone.”  He spread
	his arms wide.  “We offer comfort at bargain rates.  But no, I
	haven't seen the girl.”

	
	Gideon drained the drink and
	left, not thinking anything of the sour look the bartender had on
	his face as he went.  He walked alone down an alley and began to
	relieve his bladder, unaware that he had been followed.  Two large
	men accosted him from behind, turning him around, his pants still
	unbuttoned and his penis hanging out.  They were riders, large ones,
	wearing leather armor and smelling of engine oil.  One had a beard
	and smelled strongly of liquor, the other had scars across his neck
	and face.

	
	“You're asking a lot of
	questions,” the one with the beard said.  A flash of metal
	glinted in his hand and then a shockingly cold knife was pressed
	between Gideon's legs.  “You want to be careful with that. 
	Questions have a way of cutting a man down to size.”

	
	The bikers dropped him into a
	pile of his own urine, his legs were shaking far too much to stand
	on his own.  He began to carry a knife in his boot at all times,
	just in case.

	
	If it were possible to kiss his
	former self, Gideon would have done it.  His attacker looked drugged
	as he sat on Gideon, crushing him.  His eyes were rimmed red and his
	breath had the acrid odor of krok.  The man could barely keep his
	pupils on Gideon, but his hands had found their hold and were
	squeezing tightly.

	
	Gideon gathered up his strength
	and made a desperation move, thrusting himself in the direction of
	his boots.  His fingertips brushed the handle and the knife was in
	his hand, he thrust upwards with as much strength as he could
	muster, feeling the blade jar on bone as hot blood poured out over
	Gideon and the man went limp.  
	

	
	As quickly as he could he rolled
	the body off him and looked around.   Miles down the road there was
	the flickering orange light of a campfire, but that was the only
	sign of life.  It wouldn't be safe to stay there anymore, it was
	possible that this rider had simply taken too much krok and wandered
	off alone, but there was no guaranteeing that.  He packed quickly,
	rolling the body out onto the dirt between the rocks.  The rider had
	a tattoo of the number thirteen on his left hand, Gideon felt a
	momentary flush as the blood rushed from his head to his knees.  He
	would have to leave quickly.

	
	In neutral, Gideon's motorcycle
	only made the sound of his tires crunching the dirt under them, he
	coasted down the dark side of the hill slowly with no lights.  
	

	
	He knew a little about the clan
	that the rider had belonged to.  'The Thirteen Lost Souls,' they
	called themselves.  They liked to spread a rumor about themselves
	that they had offered up their souls to whatever demon would take
	them, and in return were given everlasting power.  It was all
	bullshit, of course, the only difference between these guys and any
	other clan was that the thirteen had a penchant for dramatics,
	drinking a cup of blood from anyone that they killed.

	
	Gideon pushed his bike far back
	on the road, never starting it up, if he were going to make it to
	Elsinore he couldn't afford to have any more run-ins with the
	Thirteen. 
	

	
	 
	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	It took him longer than he had
	hoped to ride into Elsinore.  Every time the caravan came into sight
	he stopped and waited, but by the time they reached the city the
	caravan had disappeared, taking some entrance that Gideon didn't
	know.  
	

	
	He parked his bike and changed
	his money, debating for a moment about taking his gun but deciding
	ultimately that he would have to make do with the knife in his boot
	if he had any problems.

	
	Elsinore was a long and thin
	city that had settled around a wide river flowing through the middle
	of it.  Everything in Elsinore was a shade of brown; brown buildings
	and brown streets around a brown river that stank of sewage.  The
	natives didn't seem to notice it, bustling along their daily lives
	with the rotting smell of sulfur all around them, but Gideon found
	himself gagging.  It stung his nostrils and brought tears to his
	eyes, but he wouldn't allow himself to cover his mouth with a
	handkerchief, it was little things like that which would give him
	away as an outsider.  He smiled at the teller who changed his money
	for him, trying to seem oblivious to the stench all around them.

	
	He was on the north side of the
	city and made his way along the river.  The buildings all around him
	were small and stacked high, there were empty beer cans and other
	pieces of trash that Gideon kicked away as he walked.  Soon he was
	accosted by throngs of dirty little children thrusting their cupped
	hands at his face.

	
	“Spare a coin?” they
	asked, skipping along underfoot, almost tripping Gideon.  “You
	look like you could.  We're hungry here, spare a coin.  Look at
	Sammy there, his legs ain't working right, spare a coin for Sammy.”
	 
	

	
	The one they referred to as
	Sammy was hobbling along on twisted legs, holding himself up with a
	pair of old crutches that were almost rusted through in spots.

	
	Gideon took a silver coin from
	his pocket and threw it as hard as he could away from them, they
	scattered as they raced for it, knocking Sammy onto his backside and
	splaying his crutches.  Gideon helped him to his feet.

	
	“Not very sporting of you,
	mister, making me fight for it with the others,” Sammy said. 
	He was young, maybe seven or eight, but his eyes already had a hard
	glint in them.  He gripped at his crutches like they were a weapon
	and though his legs were twisted he held his chin high.  
	

	
	Gideon pulled out another coin,
	this one gold.  “I've got one just for you if you answer me a
	few questions.  Do you know where the red light district is?”

	
	Sammy brightened and reached for
	the coin.  “There's lots of red lights everywhere around here.
	 Now, gimme the coin.”

	
	Gideon pulled it back.  “That's
	not what I mean.  Do you know a place in town where women stand
	around without many clothes on?”

	
	He reached again for the coin. 
	“I know that one too.  Down that way.  My mom works down
	there, but I can't visit, she says it's not a place for kids.”
	 He stuck his chin up at Gideon and bit on the coin.  “I been
	there though.  It's a funny place, they just stand around in
	windows.  How's that work?  I don't get it.”

	
	Gideon patted the child on the
	back.  The rest of the crowd of children were coming again, ready to
	swarm him.  Some already had their hands cupped.  “Hide that
	thing, Sammy,” Gideon said and then he walked away.

	
	It didn't take him long to find
	where Sammy was talking about.  Elsinore was only a few miles north
	to south, and soon he saw the red neon lights and windows with women
	standing in them.  He had to stop in front of one of the windows. 
	The woman who had asked for more food from the fat driver of the
	caravan, Krissen, stood behind it.  There was a bruise just starting
	to fade around her neck, but she gave him a halfhearted smile and
	pulled her panties to one side.  He walked away.

	
	As he passed one of the windows
	it opened up and a voice called out.  “Hey you,” the
	girl shouted.  Gideon turned to her.  “Let me show you what I
	have to offer.”  Her skin was very tan, she was slender yet
	full breasted, her arms thin and spider-webbed with black lines. 
	Gideon pulled out his photograph.

	
	“Have you seen this
	woman?”

	
	She brushed a string of brown
	hair behind her ear and sniffled, her nose red.  “She looks
	expensive, was she really that good?”  The woman had the
	irritating habit of grinding and clacking her teeth together.

	
	Gideon snatched the photograph
	from her.  “She's the woman I love.”

	
	The woman in the window cocked
	an eyebrow at him.  “I could be the woman you love tonight.”
	She brought his hand to her mouth and sucked on his finger, her
	mouth was hot and wet.  Gideon pulled away.  
	

	
	“She's nothing like you.”

	
	“How long have you been
	looking for her?”

	
	Gideon hesitated before
	answering.  It was a question he had been avoiding with himself. 
	“Months,” he finally said.

	
	The woman smiled
	sympathetically, her eyes crinkling in the corners and her face
	softening.  She guided his hand to her breast.  “She may not
	have been a woman like me, but before I got seasoned I wasn't a
	woman like me either.  I was a woman like her.  Now I'm like me, and
	I'd bet your last dollar that she's like me now too.  So let me be
	the woman you love tonight, save yourself the time and the
	heartbreak.”

	
	Gideon reacted before thinking,
	his hand shooting out and slapping her across the face.  “Rolanda
	is NOT like you,” he said.  The woman smiled at him, holding
	her bottom lip as a man came out from behind her and she stepped
	aside.

	
	“Paul, this man hurt me. 
	Break his fingers.”

	
	Paul was a large and extremely
	pale man who was built like a transport vehicle.  Gideon found
	himself being lifted by one arm up to Paul's face, which was
	surprisingly devoid of emotion.  He almost looked bored.  Paul threw
	him out into the street and stepped down after him.

	
	“I swear,” he said,
	stomping a mammoth boot down onto Gideon's left hand.  “This
	bitch gets more men riled up than any I've had.”  Paul dragged
	up Gideon and punched him in the face, two quick staccato punches,
	one to each eye, before kicking the legs out from under him and
	sending him to the street again.  The ground rose up to meet Gideon
	hard, chipping his tooth and sending blood down the back of his
	throat.  “I think she asks for it.  She thinks, 'Good old
	Paul, he'll protect me so I can say any old bitchy thing I want.' 
	Maybe someday I'll let one of you sickos just have her, do whatever
	you like to her and as much as she cries out for me I'll just ignore
	her.  But for now, a manager's got to do what a manager's got to
	do.”

	
	The girl stepped back into the
	room and Paul rolled Gideon over onto his side.  “I don't hold
	it against you,” Paul said, patting Gideon lightly on the
	shoulder.  “Women,” he said with a shrug.  Paul went
	back through the window to the back room and the woman came out to
	spit on Gideon before closing the window.  The spit dribbled down
	his face and he drifted off into unconsciousness.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Rolanda was standing above
	Gideon, looking down on him, wearing a neon bra and panties.  Her
	face was painted garishly, her lips too red and blue eyeshadow
	coloring above her eyes.  He called out her name and she bent over
	to kiss him, the smell of her, like lilacs, filling him with
	longing.  Her body was full against his and he wanted nothing more
	than to crawl inside her heart and remain there forever.  Like a
	child, she cradled him against her breast, he nuzzled into her, but
	then she pushed his head away with her other hand.

	
	“You have to pay for that,
	Gideon,” she said.  She kissed him hard on the lips but
	something gave away, her mouth caved, rotting, her teeth falling
	out, her skin peeling and flaking away at the slightest touch.  He
	pulled back and her whole face fell apart, her eyes ran like cracked
	eggs down her skeletal cheeks, leaving gaping black holes of
	nothingness behind.  
	

	
	Gideon woke to Sammy poking him
	with his crutches, and an older, nearly naked woman standing over
	him with a hand on his shoulder.
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	Chapter Three

	
	

	

	
	The woman let him lean on her as
	she guided him to a small apartment, introducing herself as Ilsa,
	Sammy's mother.  She said it exactly like that, Ilsa, Sammy's
	mother.  It was as though being Sammy's mother was her rank or title
	in the world.  The apartment building was a cookie cutter of all the
	ones down the street, but soon he was inside a small room lying on a
	couch as his entire body throbbed.  The room he was in was decorated
	with pictures of Sammy and Ilsa, not another person in any of them. 
	
	

	
	Ilsa untied Gideon's shoes as
	though he were a child.  She was older than Gideon, maybe forty or
	so, and every time Gideon tried to sit up she pushed him back down
	to the couch with a hush and an offer to get whatever he was looking
	for.  She still wore her work outfit, the same skimpy underthings
	that all the rest wore, but she had a bathrobe thrown over herself. 
	Sammy was sitting opposite them in a large and well worn recliner.

	
	“Someone worked you over,
	dear,” Ilsa said.  “What did you do?”

	
	Gideon's speech was distorted
	coming through the fat lip he had.  “I hit a woman.  She said
	some terrible things and it just happened.  Her manager beat the
	hell out of me for it.”

	
	Ilsa placed an icepack on
	Gideon's face, he gasped with the pleasant shock of it and then
	sighed as the throbbing slowly receded.  “I want you to know
	that if you hit me you'll be leaving with a knife in the belly. 
	Sammy said you were nice to him, and I believe him, but don't you
	try that shit with me.”

	
	He pulled the photograph out of
	his pocket and handed it to Ilsa.  “There's a woman I'm trying
	to find, I was asking around in the red light district.  The woman
	told me some very unpleasant possibilities.  It just hit too close
	to home.”  Gideon frowned as a thought crossed his mind. 
	“Ilsa, do you know what 'seasoning' is?”

	
	A string of Ilsa's hair dangled
	in front of her face and she brushed it behind her ear, pulling a
	cigarette out and offering Gideon one.  “You mean like spices?
	 I'm not much on cooking.”

	
	A groan escaped Gideon's lips as
	he shifted.  “I don't think so.  The woman,” Gideon gave
	a tentative glance toward Sammy, “worked in your profession. 
	She mentioned that she had been 'seasoned,' and that most likely the
	girl I'm looking for had been as well.”

	
	Ilsa's eyes dropped to the floor
	and she began to play with her lighter.  “Sammy, why don't you
	take some money out of my purse and go get dinner for the three of
	us, yeah?”  
	

	
	As soon as the door clicked and
	Sammy's crutch clanking receded down the hall her eyes shifted back
	to Gideon.  “I work for myself.  What I do is legal here in
	Elsinore, but that's not true everywhere.  The legality of it has
	perks, I can go to the peace officers if I need to, but the legality
	doesn't stop the dogs from using Elsinore as part of the track.”

	
	“Working for myself is one
	thing," she continued.  "I put a good roof over Sammy's
	head and keep food in his stomach.  I don't take clients I don't
	want and I don't hand over my money to anyone else.  But not
	everyone in this business works for themselves, and I didn't used
	to.”

	
	“You see, a lot of girls
	get taken and moved city to city, they're confused and disoriented,
	they have all their money taken from them and can't go to the peace
	officers.”

	
	“Why not?” Gideon
	interjected.  “It seems like they have time to run, the
	managers can't watch them all the time.”

	
	The lighter twirled in her hand.
	 “They keep a better look than you would think, and even if
	they get away, a lot of places they just get arrested for being a
	whore.  Even if it's a place like this where it's legal, some of the
	cops are on the payroll of the riders.  You never know who's safe
	and who isn't.”

	
	“So you have to understand
	that not all of these girls are eager participants.  They try to run
	or they won't service clients, and that's when they get seasoned.”

	
	Ilsa motioned toward the door. 
	“Before I had Sammy I lived out in Kitswitch.  It was nice
	enough, there was always food on the table, but my parents never
	really cared about me.  I was just there because I was related to
	them, you know?  Well one day this older guy named Jeff starts
	paying attention to me.  I couldn't believe it.  Me; ugly, young,
	little eighteen year old me just starting to bloom into womanhood
	and here was this handsome older guy who was paying me attention. 
	We kept our relationship secret.”

	
	“Oh, sure, it was
	wonderful in the beginning.  He was a regular Romeo, giving me gifts
	and telling me how beautiful I was.  He was my first, he took my
	virginity in one of the most romantic nights of my life.”  She
	sighed and smiled at the memory before it faded and she continued. 
	“Things started getting physical after that.  It wasn't much,
	a slap here, calling me a whore in bed, but it kept getting worse.”

	
	“The first time he tricked
	me out he said he needed money to go to the hospital, said he knew
	someone who would pay enough to get him there just for one hour with
	me.  I was so heartbroken, just a eighteen year old kid and here
	he's telling me that I should be noble and do this for him.  I told
	him I was sorry, but I just couldn't do that, I would try another
	way.  He beat me pretty bad for that.  It wasn't the answer he was
	looking for.”

	
	She pulled back her hair and
	showed Gideon a long and jagged scar that ran from her temple down
	to her jaw.  “I still have a scar from that night.”

	
	“He wasn't done, though. 
	He tied me ass up on his bed and had the guy over to do it anyway. 
	Told me that was how it was.  I tore up pretty badly down there, but
	Jeff started calling people and they all came over and had a go.  By
	the end when they untied me I couldn't even walk to the bathroom.”

	
	Ilsa lit up another cigarette on
	the butt of the first.  The glow at the tip shook slightly in her
	hand.  “You don't even know how fast the fight will go out of
	you, and here I thought he loved me.  I wasn't nothing but a horse
	in his stable.  Jeff sold me to one of his friends, I never saw him
	again, and the new guy had me out on the street telling me that if I
	didn't make him his money he would get his friends over and they
	would season me again.  I learned pretty fast.  That's seasoning,
	it's breaking someone down so they do whatever you want.”

	
	They sat together in silence for
	a moment as Ilsa smoked her cigarette.  The smoke drifted lazily out
	the open window.  
	

	
	“How did you get out?”
	 Gideon asked.

	
	“Sammy's daddy got me out.
	 He was one of my regulars but a nice guy, always gentle, asking
	permission and not forcing nothing I didn't want done.”

	
	“What was his name?”

	
	Ilsa smiled then, not a small
	and quiet smile like when she was remembering her first night with
	Jeff but large and toothy, the kind that can't be hidden.  Her eyes
	crinkled at the edges and rimmed with tears at the thought of him. 
	“His name was Angel, and he really was one.”

	
	She dabbed at her eyes with a
	napkin before continuing.  “It was terrifying when the
	realization came that I hadn't had my period in a few months.  I was
	so disoriented in those days, but when I realized that I was going
	to have a child I knew I would have to get help.  I had seen what
	the managers did to girls that got pregnant.”

	
	“I told Angel he was the
	father.  I don't know whether he was or not, but I hope so.  Sammy
	is certainly kind enough to be his son.  Angel helped me get out and
	get set up in a new life, but he paid for it dearly.”

	
	“Is he dead?” Gideon
	asked.

	
	Ilsa nodded.  “Sammy don't
	know that though.  He thinks he's out in Kitswitch working.”

	
	“Why go back to hooking if
	you got out?”

	
	Ilsa shrugged.  “Having a
	child isn't cheap, and I've got nothing else I know how to do.”

	
	The door opened and Sammy
	hobbled in carrying a bag strapped to one of his crutches.  The
	smell of hot food filled the small apartment. 
	

	
	“Hey baby, what'd you get
	for dinner?”  Ilsa said and she stood.

	
	Sammy set down the bag and
	looked for a long time at his mother before turning to Gideon.  "Why
	is my mom crying?"  He asked, pulling up one of his crutches
	and holding it like a club.

	
	"Oh, it ain't his fault,"
	Ilsa said, hushing her son.  "It's just one of those women
	things."

	
	Gideon stood, the throbbing
	throughout his body had localized into several smaller points,
	painful but manageable.  He handed the ice pack back to Ilsa. 
	“Thank you for letting me recuperate here, I should really
	keep moving on.”

	
	Ilsa grabbed a pen and jotted
	something down on a piece of paper.  “There's a guy I know in
	Darien.  He always seems to stick himself between things, if your
	girl passed through there he might know something.  Be careful with
	him though, he's a 'fine print' kind of guy.”

	
	Gideon thanked her and left,
	rustling Sammy's hair as he went.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	The road to Darien was much the
	same as any other that Gideon had been down; dark, littered with
	rocks and trash, and perilous.  He tried to take it slow,
	concentrating on the road, but every time his thoughts drifted to
	Rolanda his wrist would turn seemingly of its own accord and he
	would be racing down the path again.  He used to think that the
	worst possible scenario would be that he never found Rolanda.  Now
	he had so much more to fear.  It was months since she had been
	taken, he didn't like the chances that she had of not going through
	what Ilsa had described.  He reminded himself that it didn't matter,
	the important thing was getting her free.

	
	The path twisted and wound under
	him and he banked smoothly along the curves.  His ears popped as he
	climbed in elevation, he left the low flat hills and wove in between
	a little mountain pass.  Hard shrubs clung to the side of the road
	and the air turned thin and cold.  The shrubs were some of the few
	plants that lived out between the bubbles, pathetic things that
	clung stubbornly into the dirt.  
	

	
	He stopped for the night on the
	backside of the mountain.  Despite everything on his mind he had to
	admit that the view was breathtaking.  The mountain sloped down, the
	distance spotted with high peaks, the brown of the road winding
	through them.  
	

	
	Gideon could see his breath as
	he set up camp.  He built a low fire, he wasn't concerned about the
	Thirteen up here, they would camp in lower elevations down where it
	was warmer.  Still, after his last run in with the rogue krok user,
	he avoided his little flask.  The night passed slowly but
	uneventfully, Gideon couldn't sleep much but he felt rested after
	having lain next to a warm fire for a few hours.

	
	The sun rose in the morning and
	Gideon stayed for a few moments to watch.  Filtered through the smog
	and the toxins that filled the atmosphere it shone a mute green, no
	red sun this morning.  In one of his school books when he was real
	young he remembered reading that there was a time when the sun never
	looked green, but he wasn't sure if he believed that.  It was hard
	to imagine the world without the smog covering everything.

	
	He packed his tent and rode
	towards Darien.  The road was hard packed, the cold keeping it
	dense.  Aside from his fingers getting cold it was relatively
	uneventful, he rode up the pass of the next mountain and down again.
	 There was less trash up there, the bubble of Darien was far enough
	off in the distance that there was no one to dump it.

	
	 In a few hours he arrived at
	Darien, stored his motorcycle, and changed his money over.  He tried
	not to look too long at the little pile of coins his money had
	bought, nor at the percentage that the bank took.  He tried to smile
	at the teller before walking out the door.    
	

	
	It was a small bubble, no large
	skyscrapers here, just homes and one room shops along the street,
	but it was warmer than outside in the mountain passes.  A passerby
	pointed the way towards the address that Ilsa had given him.  
	

	
	The house was nice, but
	innocuous.  It stood in a row of houses exactly like it, they were
	clones of one another.  Each one was a white two story house with a
	slanted roof and a circular window above the door.  A small patch of
	grass separated each house.  There were minute differences between
	them, a birdhouse here, a patch of flowers there, but that was it. 
	Gideon checked the house number twice before ringing the doorbell.

	
	A small man dressed in a grey
	business suit opened the door.  His face was open, and honest, his
	smile large, showing off perfectly white and straight teeth.  “Can
	I help you?”  
	

	
	“Is this the residence of
	Mr. Manah?” Gideon asked.

	
	The man's smile grew.  “It
	is and I am.  Akem Manah,” he said, reaching a hand out to
	shake Gideon's.  
	

	
	“Ilsa sent me, my name's
	Charles.  I was wondering if I could ask a quick question of you?”

	
	Gideon had the curious sensation
	of feeling that Akem's face changed, only for a split second, before
	the smile was back.  He looked outside around Gideon.  “Why
	don't you come inside?”

	
	He followed Akem through the
	living room, the house was comfortably furnished with deeply colored
	oak furniture, a small but luxurious space.  They went into a back
	room where he had a large desk and a few leather chairs, Akem
	motioned for Gideon to sit in one.  Before they spoke Akem pulled
	out a black pipe and filled it with sweet smelling tobacco.

	
	Gideon pulled out his photo and
	handed it to Akem.  “I'm trying to find this girl, Ilsa
	mentioned that you may have information regarding where she might
	have gone.”

	
	Akem lit his pipe, not looking
	at the photograph sitting on the desk before him.  A blue smoke rose
	from his lips in thick curls wafting to the ceiling.  
	

	
	“Do you know her, have you
	seen her?” Gideon pressed.

	
	Akem took another drag on his
	pipe, the bowl lighting up the lower half of his face, his eyes
	looking small and beady, reflecting the orange ember as it burned. 
	He whistled sharply past Gideon, startling him.

	
	There was a sudden low growl to
	his left, and then his right.  Coming from behind him streamed three
	large dogs, thick and muscular looking black and brown dogs with
	broad and sharp looking teeth.  They were all growling fiercely at
	Gideon, hovering inches away from him.  He began to stand, his legs
	suddenly cold with fear.

	
	“I wouldn't do that if I
	were you,” said Akem.  “One word from me and they'll
	tear your intestines out.  You play a very dangerous game, Mr.
	Gideon Goodman.”

	
	Gideon swallowed the rising bile
	in his throat.  “How do you know my name?”

	
	Akem took another long drag on
	his pipe, leaning back in his leather chair.  “It's my
	business to know things.  Can I give you a piece of advice?  You
	won't get very far in your search for this girl unless you learn to
	get a little smarter about it.  Now, who is the whore to you?”

	
	Gideon flushed an ugly red and
	bared his teeth, causing the dogs to inch closer and growl louder.

	
	Akem laughed, a low belly
	chuckle that was reflected in his eyes.  He seemed to be genuinely
	amused.  “Yes, yes.  I can feel your hatred from here.” 
	He licked his lips.  “It tastes bitter.  You're going to have
	to control that temper of yours if I am going to help you.” 
	The smoke billowed and curled around Akem in such a cloud it seemed
	to be coming from his every pore.  His grin shone through while the
	smoke almost obscured the rest of him.  “How much is the girl
	worth to you?  Take your time, it's a big question.”

	
	He didn't need more than a
	moment.  “I'll give you whatever amount you need to help me
	find her.”

	
	Akem studied Gideon, seemed to
	look straight through him.  “Money doesn't mean anything to a
	man like me.  It's just paper and metal.”

	
	“What would be worth it to
	you?  My life?  Take it, I'll forfeit my life in servitude.”

	
	He cocked an eyebrow and puffed
	on his pipe.  His eyes had taken on a quiet intensity, almost a
	hunger as he looked at Gideon.  “That's good, that's good. 
	Now offer me your soul, too.”

	
	Gideon didn't quite know what to
	say.  The dogs had stopped menacing him, simply sitting and watching
	him.  The room was quiet enough that he could hear his heart
	pounding in his ears.  “Are you kidding me?”

	
	Akem shrugged.  “Maybe I
	am.  I'll help you out, but you have to learn that people like me,
	and there are very few people like me, will never do anything for
	you for free.  I have a job that needs to be done.  If you do it,
	then I'll tell you what I know about your precious little Rolanda.”

	
	Gideon's heart skipped a beat at
	the name and his arm tingled for a moment.  “You know her? 
	Where is she?  My god, let's go right now!”

	
	“Not so fast, young buck,"
	Akem said with a smile as he held up a hand.  "I told you, it's
	my business to know things, and business is good.  Now, will you do
	my favor?”

	
	“Anything.  What can I
	do?”  Gideon was seated at the edge of his chair.  He felt
	closer to finding Rolanda now than he had in months. 
	

	
	“It's very simple. 
	There's a bar on the other side of town called Trinity.  I want you
	to go there and wait for a man with red hair.  He'll probably be
	wearing a suit and some cheap, gaudy jewelry.”

	
	“Do you want me to tell
	him something, or give him something?”

	
	Akem shook his head with the
	smoke billowing out of his nostrils.  “I don't want him to
	know that you are there, I just want to know the particulars.  When
	he comes, when he goes.  Who he talks to.”

	
	“What if I can't catch
	names?  It's not like I know any of these people.”

	
	Akem smiled, his teeth long and
	sharp.  “Describe them to me, remember their faces,
	distinguishing characteristics, things like that.  I should know who
	they are.”
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	Chapter Four

	
	

	

	
	Gideon was wasting time.  He
	felt it like grains of sand sliding through his fingers, feeling
	small and futile knowing that this was the only way he would advance
	in his search.  He had gone straight to the bar Akem had asked him
	to be at, nursing drink after drink, trying to tip as much as
	possible into a potted plant he sat near.  It was a simple
	establishment, just some tables and a jukebox, dimly lit and with a
	smoky haze of someone's cigarette floating a few feet over his head.
	 The bartender had an ugly flap of scar tissue over one eye, but he
	held his body sidewise so you would only see it briefly.  The
	clientele were mostly older patrons, they had the sad stink of
	life's little rejections written all over them.  One played with a
	wedding band he set on the table opposite him, another tried to
	engage Gideon by saying how he was too old to do anything but drink.

	
	It was late in the afternoon by
	the time a slender man with red hair walked in to the bar.  A gold
	chain was around his neck and a large diamond ring glinted off his
	finger.  Gideon felt his body wake up, a tingle of excitement
	electrifying the nerves down his spine.  He forced himself not to
	stare too hard.  The man was followed closely by a woman of a very
	particular beauty.  Her beauty was all in her hips and her breasts,
	they were round and firm enough to make up for the rest of her.  She
	walked like the whole room was watching her, her hips jutting to one
	side and then another, her blonde hair falling into her eyes.  The
	man held on to her with one hand, as though if he were to let her go
	for one instant she would fall away from him.  He stood tall, his
	chest thrust out, his eyes moving swiftly from face to face around
	the room.  
	

	
	The pair spoke in whispers but
	smiled and touched each other constantly.  She rubbed her legs
	together whenever they held hands.  He paid for everything they had,
	her hand only dipped into her purse for a compact mirror when the
	man went to the bathroom.  When the man sat back down he wiped at
	his nose frequently, his eyes a little more excited than they were
	before.  He leaned over the table and whispered something in her ear
	that caused her to blush and, after a moment, nod.  They looked
	around, drained their drinks, and then walked off into the street.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	When Akem heard the description
	of the woman that the red haired man was with he never even batted
	an eye, simply sitting and absorbing the information.  Afterward he
	immediately told Gideon what he needed to know.

	
	“Rolanda's original owner
	has already sold her.  I cannot say as to her treatment as, frankly,
	I don't care.  The transaction was the result of a poor bet on a bad
	hand of cards.”

	
	They were in Akem's office
	again, the dogs sitting by his desk rather than growling in Gideon's
	lap this time.  Akem was wearing a bathrobe that showed a pale and
	hairy chest peaking out from between the flaps.  “Has she been
	violated?” Gideon asked.  His entire body was trembling.

	
	Akem looked him in the eye.  “I
	told you, I don't care, so I don't know.  The current owner is a
	trader who moved on to Silver Springs more than a week ago.  I will
	tell you that her price has probably not been met.”

	
	“What do you mean?”

	
	“First rights tend to
	fetch quite a high price.  The smart trader would not season a girl
	immediately unless she became a problem, most likely punishing the
	other girls in the stable if he had a problem with your Rolanda. 
	I'm guessing she remains a virgin.”

	
	Akem wrote down the pertinent
	information on the man that she had been sold to and gave it to
	Gideon.  He opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out a small
	silver ring with a dragon inscribed in it.  “You'll need a few
	things that I can provide for you.  Clothes, money, all that.  Will
	you accept my help?”  Gideon nodded without even thinking
	about it.  He needed all the help he could get.  “Good, then
	wear this ring, if you get into a spot of trouble it may be useful
	in getting you out, it will tell people that you are in my debt.”

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Gideon walked away from Akem's
	house with a surreal cocktail of emotions inside of him.  He was
	afraid, sure, with a healthy dash of the anger that had been fueling
	him for months, but there was something new there.  An inkling of
	hope was mixed in.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Though he left for Silver
	Springs immediately, he was unable to get more than a few miles
	before he had to park for the night.  The idea of stopping grated on
	him, but he knew that if he had an accident out here Rolanda would
	be doomed, there was no one else alive to go after her.  The valley
	around him had mountains that rose up like giants all around him,
	and he felt very small as he pitched his tent under a grey and
	leafless tree.

	
	Sleep didn't come to him that
	night, for the first time in months he allowed himself the slimmest
	daydream of finding Rolanda whole.  It kept his eyes open and for
	once, he didn't mind.

	
	When the sun began to rise
	Gideon stood.  He was exhausted but ready to ride, throwing aside
	the flaps of the tent and stepping outside.  When he did his blood
	froze like ice in his veins and a shiver ran through him.  
	

	
	In the night, without him ever
	hearing, someone had strung up two dead bodies outside his tent. 
	Their faces were bloated and purple, the color of a rotting
	strawberry, but Gideon knew who they were.  One had red hair, and
	one had blonde, and someone had tied their hands together so their
	corpses looked like young lovers, even in death.

	
	Gideon packed quietly and
	quickly, trying to understand why Akem would place them there.  Was
	it a show of strength?  A warning?  He didn't know, but he did know
	that it would be good to get to Silver Springs as quickly as
	possible.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	The bubble over Silver Springs
	was expansively large, coming into view suddenly as Gideon peaked
	over a mountain pass.  Even before parking his bike and exchanging
	his money Gideon had to stop and marvel at the tremendous nature of
	the bubble.  It was exponentially larger in every sense than all the
	others that he had been to.  The glass dwarfed him, and as he
	entered he felt a sense of solitude and isolation, a curious sort of
	freedom, and he knew that there was no way he could be noticed in a
	place like this.  
	

	
	Within the bubble the city of
	Silver Springs had created a world unlike any that Gideon had known.
	 Most other bubbles restricted their greenery to the subsistence
	farming that fed their populace, not so with Silver Springs.  Even
	in Kitswitch they kept their greenery to little flower pots around
	the front of their houses.  Not here.  Trees and flowers sprang up
	along every street corner, the air smelled fertile and warm,
	Gideon's senses sharpened as he felt every nerve in his body come
	alive in that place.  A few clouds hovered overhead within the
	bubble, obscuring the view of the sky.  
	

	
	As he made his way to the
	address that Akem had given him he felt a few drops of water land on
	his neck.  He immediately jumped under the overhang of a nearby
	building.  
	

	
	“It's not like outside,”
	a voice from behind him said.  Gideon turned, an old doorman smiled
	at him.  “Go ahead, you can touch it, it's clean.”

	
	Gideon extended a tentative hand
	out to the raindrops, now a steady stream, and laughed with delight
	as the water ran over him with no sense of burning.  He stepped out
	and felt it trickling through his hair and down his back, smiling
	back at the doorman before continuing.

	
	Akem's voice repeated itself as
	he walked through the rain towards his destination.  “Lock
	everything away in a little box in the corner of your mind,”
	he had said.  “Even if she is in the room servicing a man,
	lock it all away until you get her out of there.  These people will
	be incredibly dangerous, and if you can't get them to agree to give
	you her, she will live and die as a whore.  You have no option of
	forcing or sneaking her out.  You'll have to play the part of buyer,
	you'll have to play the part of scum, you'll have to out filth the
	lot of them.  You'll do things you won't look at yourself the same
	for, but by the end, you'll have your Rolanda.”

	
	The plan then was to buy her. 
	Akem had been remarkably generous on that front.  He had given him
	money and provided a well tailored suit for Gideon to wear.  When
	Gideon asked him how he could ever hope to pay back such a large
	sum, Akem had simply smiled and tapped on the silver ring, reminding
	him that he would keep track of the debt.  Gideon shuddered when he
	thought of the couple that had swung like rotting fruit, but he put
	that thought in the little box and shut it away.  
	

	
	He triple checked the address
	before ringing the bell.  It was a large house, certainly, but it
	was on a quiet street with little traffic.  The house itself was
	muted and dull on the outside, no opulence nor flash.  There were no
	statues nor fountains, no extravagant displays of wealth or status,
	just a neatly trimmed yard and a little brick path up to the front
	door.  Trees formed the perimeter, blocking the rest of the
	neighborhood from view.

	
	The suit he wore was well made,
	surely, but it restricted the movement in his arms and the tightness
	around his neck was  irritating.  Ties were a thing altogether
	foreign to him, they were a rich person's noose that he had
	willingly slipped in to, he never would have worn one back in
	Cormac.  A pair of golden cufflinks jangled at his wrists loudly. 
	They were more of Akem's jewelery and were stamped with a picture of
	a dragon.  
	

	
	A mountain of a man opened the
	door and stood towering over Gideon, his  jaw looking hard as
	concrete, muscles rippling in waves as he moved.  His head was
	shaved bald, a boulder perched on top of the mountain, and his
	eyelids heavily hooded his eyes, giving him a bored and somewhat
	disinterested look. 
	

	
	“Abraham are you a big
	'un,” Gideon smiled as he placed his fear and his anxiety in
	that little box.  “Be a chap and let Daniel know that I'd like
	to do a bit of shopping, eh?”

	
	The man didn't move, he kept his
	arms crossed, barring the door, saying nothing.  Gideon was very
	conscious of a small bead of sweat that had formed at the peak of
	his hairline.  Though it itched him, he fought the desire to wipe it
	away.  “My mate Akem directed me here, he said that Daniel
	would take care of me.”

	
	The mountain held up a single
	finger and closed the door.  Gideon wiped at his brow now that he
	was alone and took a few deep breaths.  The door opened again and
	the mountain stood to one side, motioning for him to come in. 
	Gideon affected a swagger, hoping it looked confident and genuine.

	
	Inside the house met all the
	expectations that the outside had failed to meet.  There were golden
	statues in the corners of nude men and women in various states of
	copulation and a fountain in the center of a great main hallway.  A
	golden elevator operated in the corner of the building and the floor
	was marble that was polished to a sheen so clear Gideon could see
	his own reflection standing under him.  Women in thin outfits walked
	around the place, some talking with men, others sipping champagne or
	eating little snacks.  Music played from some unseen corner, there
	seemed to be a party going on.  
	

	
	Out of the crowd a man sauntered
	towards him, his hands in his pockets and a wry smirk on his face. 
	He had an oily sort of shine to him, his teeth nicotine yellow and
	his eyes small and hard.  The front of his suit bulged, he obviously
	led a comfortable life and had put on a few pounds because of it. 
	“I hear you're looking for me,” he said to Gideon when
	he got close enough.

	
	Gideon smiled, trying hard to
	mask his excitement and his fear, affecting nonchalance and boredom.
	 “You must be Daniel,” he said and he stuck his hand
	out.

	
	“And you must be new at
	this.  Why don't we go to a quieter room where we can talk?” 
	Daniel held his hand out and directed him towards a smaller room,
	comfortably furnished with two overstuffed leather couches and a
	glass table in between.  The door was a heavy and thick oak, when it
	closed it silenced the sound of the party.

	
	“What makes you think I'm
	new at this?” Gideon asked, one hand in his pocket clenched
	into a fist.

	
	Daniel sat on one of the couches
	and motioned for Gideon to sit on the other, the mountain set two
	drinks in front of them half filled with scotch.  “I think
	you're new at this because you presumed to know my name.  In this
	business we may know people for years, building trusting
	relationships and conducting a great many business transactions
	without ever knowing each other's name.”

	
	Gideon smiled and looked around
	the room.  There were a few paintings on the wall, mostly violent
	scenes of ancient warfare.  Daniel never took his eyes off Gideon. 
	“What should I call you then?”

	
	“Daniel is fine.  It's not
	my real name anyway.”

	
	The door opened and a beautiful
	woman in a silk robe entered.  She had black hair held together by a
	silk ribbon, her eyes downcast but lined darkly, her cheeks flushed.
	 Her lower lip quivered as she stood before them, opening her robe. 
	Daniel motioned to Gideon to pick up his glass, and after he did so
	the woman laid down on the table, face up, completely nude.  In the
	open air her nipples quickly became hard.

	
	“This isn't the one I
	want.  She's wonderful, but she's not the one I'm looking for.”

	
	Daniel laughed and the door
	opened again.  “This one isn't for sale.  She's just our
	serving platter.  Patience my young friend.”  Through the door
	walked another woman, heavier and older than the first, less made
	up, her arms flexing as they carried plates full of covered silver
	dishes.  She kneeled before the naked woman and removed the covers
	for the platters, revealing rolls of sushi that she lay out on the
	naked woman's body.  After an entire meal had been placed there, she
	gave each Daniel and Gideon a set of chopsticks.

	
	“Will you eat with me?  I
	would learn of a man before doing business with him.”  Daniel
	took a roll from the woman's nipple and shoveled it into his mouth,
	murmuring with delight.  Gideon followed suit, knowing he would have
	to play his part, and took a roll just aside from her neatly shaved
	pubic hair.  He wondered what he would have to do to convince this
	Daniel character that he was a trafficker like him.

	
	“Delicious, delicious. 
	What is it you would like to learn of me?  I am but a poor business
	man,” Gideon said.

	
	Daniel took out a small coin
	from his pocket and rubbed it between his fingers.  “We are
	both businessmen, but I want to know your motivations.  Most people
	are motivated by these shining bits of metal.  Are you?  Are you
	motivated by the power of it?  Is it the sex?  What motivates you? 
	What kind of a person are you that you would sit here trying to buy
	a human being from a complete stranger?  Here we have been eating
	food off this woman, and you haven't even acted surprised.  When we
	are done she will rise and service us both, and she'll never once
	look us in the eye, and that is because she is mine completely, I
	own her, I broke her myself.  Look, she doesn't even flinch when we
	talk about her.  She is nothing more than a table right now, and in
	about twenty minutes she'll be nothing more than a mouth.  And here
	you are with me.  Why?”

	
	“Here I am,” Gideon
	echoed.  This was the lynchpin moment, the moment Akem was talking
	about, and he recognized it as such.   Daniel was feeling him out,
	testing him, seeing if he was on the level.  The only way to make
	any sort of progress in finding Rolanda would be to pass this test
	without any question.  Something extreme had to happen, something
	evil.  “Here I am,” Gideon repeated, placing his entire
	self inside the littlest box in the darkest corner of his mind,
	hiding himself from what he was about to do.  “You want to
	know what motivates a man like me?”  He stood and unbuckled
	his belt while looking down at the girl on the table.  She never
	looked back at him, but her eyes seemed to edge closer.  Gideon got
	the impression that she saw things well out of the corners of her
	eyes, and he silently apologized for what he was about to do.  He
	traded her discomfort and his dignity for the possibility of
	Rolanda's life.

	
	He
	began to relieve his bladder on their serving platter.  Thick hot
	ropy streams of piss landed all over her face and upper chest, she
	never turned away but she closed her eyes and puckered her mouth. 
	“Nothing motivates a man like me,” Gideon said, his
	whole self locked away, “I'm a man who believes in no god but
	would sell his soul to any devil offering to buy.  I do things for
	the plain and simple reason that I can.”
	 Gideon finished his stream and flicked the last few drops at her
	before zipping his pants back up.

	
	Daniel had watched the entire
	display without so much as a twitch going across his face.  When
	Gideon finished and sat back down they stared at each other for a
	long time, during which Gideon's heart was pounding against his rib
	cage, he was hoping beyond hope that his gamble would pay off. 
	After more than a minute, Daniel's face broke out into a large
	smile.

	
	“I think you ruined our
	dinner,” he laughed.  “You're quite the character, I'll
	give you that.  Certainly not a peace officer.  Now, when I see a
	display like that a few thoughts go through my head.  Perhaps you
	seek to dishonor me by pissing on my property?  Or maybe to put me
	on my guard, so that I think you are fearless?  Well, let me tell
	you a few things.”  Daniel stood and refilled his scotch.  “A
	good woman is like an investment.  You have the initial costs and
	then the returns once she begins working.  Also, like an investment,
	it is good to know when to cut your losses.  Right now I'm not sure
	of your exact motivations in pissing on Diane here, but I am sure
	that you've changed her.  She may no longer be the obedient little
	whore that I trained her to be.  You don't just keep working after a
	thing like that.  So you've presented me with a few choices.  I
	could forgive this little show you've given me, assume that it's
	cultural differences or something, let Diane here go take a shower
	and come back and blow us both.”  He pushed a small red button
	mounted on the wall and the door opened immediately.  The mountain
	came in and grabbed Gideon from behind, yanking his arms up and
	lifting him clear off the couch.  Gideon's heart thundered against
	his rib cage.  Daniel reached under the couch and brought out a long
	and wicked looking blade that shone in the light.  “I could
	cut off your manhood and make you eat it, that would certainly
	avenge my property.  Of course, then you probably wouldn't want to
	do business with me.”  Daniel laughed.  “Have you ever
	wondered what your testicles taste like?  Or, my third option, I
	could show you just how much this particular investment means to a
	man like me.
	 We are much alike, you and I, I see that now.  I too do things
	simply because I can.”

	
	Daniel sat back down on the
	couch and placed one hand over the woman's mouth, slicing the knife
	down into her neck.  She kicked and wailed against his hands but
	every motion sawed the knife deeper.

	
	Gideon stopped struggling
	against the mountain, laying limp in his hands as a hollow feeling
	started in his stomach and spread until he felt like a paper thin
	shell.  He had gambled, and that woman had paid his wager.  Blood
	spurted up out of the woman and all over Daniel's suit as he
	frantically sawed through her.  He didn't stop until the head was
	completely seperated from the body.  Once severed, he picked it up
	and set it on the mantle above his fireplace.

	
	“That will make quite the
	bust, don't you think?”  He smiled at the head.  “She
	looks so contemplative.”

	
	Daniel sat back down on the
	couch, the headless body still laying before him.  A bit of sweat
	trickled down his forehead and he wiped at it, leaving a smear of
	red across his face.  “Whew!  I feel like I've gotten a
	workout."  He pointed a bloody finger at Gideon.  “If I
	can do that to my own girls, what do you think I could do to you?”

	
	Bile was quickly rising in
	Gideon's throat, he was sure that he was going to vomit soon.

	
	“As long as we understand
	each other I think we can do business.  Akem's friends are always
	good business.  Charles, you can let him go.”

	
	The mountain dropped Gideon and
	he fell to his knees, his legs were weak from the display of
	brutality he had just witnessed.  It took all of his will, but he
	forced his feelings into that bursting little box in the corner of
	his mind.  
	

	
	“Now, are you buying or
	selling?”

	
	Gideon crawled back onto the
	couch and the mountain handed him his drink, refilled.  The body in
	front of him continued to leak, though it had slowed to a trickle. 
	“Buying.  I'm looking for a particular girl, actually.” 
	He handed his photograph to Daniel.  “This girl will be my
	first, but if business goes well rest assured there will be more.”

	
	“Ah, the one that got
	away,” Daniel said.  
	

	
	“I'm sorry?” Gideon
	asked.  The drink in front of him looked so tempting, but he didn't
	trust his hands not to shake if he reached for it.

	
	“She must have escaped
	your chattel?  I admire a man willing to go to such lengths to
	protect his reputation.  As you can see, I am a man similarly
	inclined.”  He reached behind him and took out a small box of
	cigars, taking one himself and offering one to Gideon.

	
	He declined.  “She did.  I
	want her back, and am willing to pay quite a lot of money to get
	her.”

	
	Daniel lit his cigar with an
	ornate lighter, covering himself in the smoke.  “She is not
	here, but for a thousand I will tell you what I can.”

	
	Gideon handed over Akem's money,
	trying not to think about what he would have to do to pay him back. 
	Daniel did not count it, he merely slipped it into an inside pocket
	in his jacket.

	
	“She passed through here
	about three weeks ago.  No one was willing to pay first rights for
	her, so you may still be able to recover your investment, I sold her
	to a man from Fouchbough.”  Leaning forward, Daniel pointed at
	Gideon with the spit end of his cigar.  Ash dropped onto the
	headless body on the table.  “If I were you, though, I would
	forget about first rights.  A whore that runs away from you once
	will run away from you forever.  You'll have to break her of that. 
	I would line up as many sadistic motherfuckers as you can, tie her
	to a bed and let them all have a go on her.  After that, when her
	mind is to the point of snapping, take a syringe and inject her with
	some krok.  She'll get hooked after the first one, and then she's on
	a leash, she'll do anything to get it again.”  Daniel shrugged
	and leaned back, putting one leg over the other.  “Of course,
	it's a short term strategy, but you can work them like dogs for the
	few months before they fall apart.”

	
	“Where did the girl get
	sold to?”  Gideon asked.  The stink of the room, the blood and
	cigar smoke, was beginning to get to him.  He wanted to get out of
	there as soon as possible.

	
	Daniel scratched at his chin
	thoughtfully and peered at Gideon with his small black eyes.  They
	were dancing with some private joke.  “You know, I think I've
	told you enough for a thousand.  You may have to sweeten the pot if
	you want more detailed answers.  We are businessmen, so let us talk
	business.  Another thousand will get you the name.”

	
	There was a silence after that
	in which Gideon tried to keep his face as blank as possible.  He
	didn't have another thousand to give to Daniel, and there wasn't any
	other reason that Daniel would tell him what he needed to know. 
	Gideon had no leverage on him.  A desperation ploy was all that was
	left.  “Akem told me that you would help, he said that if you
	didn't he would make things difficult for you.”

	
	The reaction he got shocked him.
	 Daniel's face drained of all its color and his mouth gaped
	slightly.  Naked fear was in his eyes.  He licked his lips and began
	to breathe heavier.  “Akem said that?” he whispered.  He
	shook his head.  “I don't believe you.”

	
	Gideon held up his hand, the
	dragon ring shining on his third finger.  Daniel swallowed hard and
	sprang to his desk, leafing through a leather book.  “Her name
	is Rolanda.  I sold her to a man named Malakir.  He works mostly in
	Fouchbough.  He's a bit of a disturbed figure, he's not civil like
	you or I.  I would be careful how you approach him.”  Daniel
	laughed, a high pitched nervous laughter that didn't fit with the
	man he had been ten minutes prior.  “No one's perfect though.”

	
	Gideon pocketed the dragon ring.
	 It wasn't comfortable, it felt constricting and cold on his finger.
	 No matter how long he wore it the thing never warmed to body
	temperature.

	
	Rubbing his hands together,
	Daniel opened the door for Gideon and a woman's scream rang out,
	along with the general busy sounds of a commotion.  The quick sharp
	staccato of gunfire rang out and more screams accompanied it. 
	Through the open doorway Gideon saw guests rushing out the front
	door.  The mountain pushed Daniel aside and ran out into the hallway
	as the noise grew louder, reaching into his coat pocket and pulling
	out a pistol.

	
	Gideon backed himself into a
	corner.  He wasn't sure what was going on, but he was sure that he
	had seen enough death for the day, and didn't care to be a party to
	more.  This was clearly none of his business, he had what he needed
	and now just wanted a way out.

	
	Daniel was standing at the
	doorway, listening, when it burst inward, knocking him back into the
	room.

	
	A woman strode in, clad in black
	leather motorcycle armor from her boots to her neck.  She moved with
	a cat-like grace, powerful yet fluid.  Her face was beautiful but
	sharp, set into a scowl that hardened every part of her.  In her
	arms she cradled a large automatic rifle with a whiff of smoke
	trailing from the barrel.  
	

	
	“Hello Daniel,” she
	said, leaping over the dead girl's body just as he was picking
	himself up.  She drove her boot into his chest hard, keeping him on
	the ground.  “Do you remember me?”  She placed her boot
	on the man's groin, grinding down hard with her heel.

	
	Daniel gasped in pain.  “No!
	 Why the fuck should I remember you?”

	
	The woman slung the rifle onto
	her back and pulled out a knife, pointing the blade to a jagged scar
	across her eye.  “You gave me this, you and that little pig
	sticker you keep under the couch for when the girls get out of hand.
	 Do you remember me now?”

	
	Daniel shook his head again. 
	“Did I own you?  There's been so many...”

	
	The woman's mouth twisted in a
	snarl.  “Not me.  Her name was Jenny, and I tried to buy her
	off you.  You left me with this,” she pointed to her eye
	again, “and then sold her to someone else.  I swore I'd come
	back for you, do you remember me now?”

	
	Again, Daniel shook his head,
	though clearly it was the wrong answer.  The woman grabbed him by
	the hair and cut a long line across his face to match her own.  “You
	fucking little pig, you grunt and squeal in your own filthy little
	pleasures and imagine yourself king of this shit heap.  Well there
	aren't any kings when it's just you and me.”  She slashed the
	man across the throat and his blood came spurting out of him in
	waves.  Kneeling on his chest, she brought his face close, spitting
	in his eye as he died.  
	

	
	The house was silent after that,
	the woman standing as still as a statue, breathing slowly, her eyes
	half closed.  The knife that had killed Daniel still sat in her
	hand, blood dripping from the end of it, providing the only audible
	sound for a few moments.  All the guests from the party had left.

	
	Finally the woman turned to
	Gideon.  “Were you buying or selling?” she asked, her
	voice sharp as the blade in her hand.

	
	Gideon was in the corner, down
	on his knees, all the blood drained from his face.  His legs shook
	and his heart pounded.  “It wasn't like that, I swear.”

	
	She came and kneeled over him,
	breathing hot in his face.  Her short black hair fell across her
	brow as she looked down on him.  “This way of making money,
	this buying and selling of people, it's a cancer.”  She
	stroked the side of Gideon's face with the knife, leaving Daniel's
	blood in streaks.  “And with cancer, the first thing you have
	to do is cut it off, then the healing can begin.”

	
	“I'm trying to find the
	woman I love!” he shouted.  Sweat was beginning to pour in his
	eyes.  “Please, I'm just trying to find the woman I love.”

	
	Her eyebrow raised.  “Bullshit,
	you're trying to save your skin.  I've heard it before.”

	
	“We were engaged to be
	married.  She got taken one night while I was there, a whole group
	of them came, they killed her parents and buried me alive, please,
	you have to believe me.”

	
	“What was her name?”

	
	“Rolanda,” Gideon
	said.  Slowly, he reached for the photograph and handed it to her. 
	She unfolded it and it showed both Rolanda and Gideon, arm in arm,
	smiling like they knew all the secrets of the world.

	
	“This could be any woman. 
	Tell me a story about her,” she said, though the conviction in
	her voice was wavering.

	
	Gideon thought for a moment. 
	“The day I proposed to her we went beyond the glass bubble for
	a ride.  It was one of those rare clear days and I knew a small
	secret spot that wasn't stuffed with garbage or leaking poisons into
	the air.  It was up a rocky hill, there was an outlook there where
	you could see for miles around.  All of Cormac looked like a little
	drop of water on a leaf, and in the distance we could even see other
	bubbles.  It was breathtaking.  We had a picnic lunch and some
	champagne, I didn't have much money for a ring but I had made one
	out of an old log I found, polishing it to the size of her finger. 
	I got down on one knee and she said yes before I could even get a
	word out.”

	
	“A storm started gathering
	suddenly.  It was a fierce one, too, and growing fast in the
	distance.  We didn't have much time to get back to the bubble.”

	
	“We got on my bike and
	before we put our helmets on she kissed me and it was like time
	stopped.  In that moment there was no thunder and no lightning, just
	the soft comforting feel and taste of her lips on mine.  Then she
	smiled and we were off.”

	
	“I had five miles to cover
	before we would be safe and the storm was coming quick.  I had to
	dodge all the trash and scattered metal on the way back, and do it
	at three times the speed I had going out there.  The storm was
	coming fast, but all I could feel was her arm around my waist. 
	Nothing in the world can compare to that complete trust she gave to
	me that day.”

	
	The woman stood for a moment
	above Gideon, her features shadowed by the light behind her.  Her
	profile looked hard, cut from steel, sharp as the knife she held. 
	Finally, she fell into a chair and pulled out a cigarette, blowing
	her smoke up towards the light.  “It's a good story.  So
	you're here trying to get her back?”

	
	Gideon nodded and sat up.  His
	heart was still beating mercilessly against his ribcage, every thump
	echoing in his ears.  “And you?  Just settling a vendetta?”

	
	“You caught me in the
	middle of my story.  That man,” she pointed to the corpse of
	Daniel, “is an ellipses, a 'to be continued.'”  She took
	another drag of her cigarette.

	
	“So what now?  Are you
	still looking for your Jenny?” Gideon asked.

	
	Brushing her short dark hair out
	of her eyes she frowned.  “No, not any more,” she said
	quietly.
	 “What about you?  Did you find out what you needed to from
	him before I eviscerated Daniel?”  She offered a cigarette
	over to Gideon and he reached for it.

	
	“A guy named Malakir
	bought her a few weeks ago.  He works in...”

	
	“Fouchbough,” she
	interrupted.  “Yeah, I know him.  He's got riders with him,
	they form the backbone of his little gang.”  She stood and
	belted her knife back onto her waist.  "You need help?  I can
	always cut a little larger swath through these animals."

	
	By the hard set look on her face
	Gideon knew it was futile to say no, so he just stuck out his hand. 
	“Gideon,” he introduced himself.

	
	“My name's Leanin,”
	she said, her handshake painfully strong.  
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	Chapter Five

	
	

	

	
	Leanin met Gideon at the
	entrance to the bubble.  When he rode up she was leaning against an
	old motorcycle, tossing her helmet back and forth.  Her bike fit her
	personality, sleek, sharp, and tough.  It was a smaller bike that
	rode high with studded and reinforced tires for navigating off road.
	 It purred loudly as he strapped on his gear, she seemed to love
	blipping the throttle and hearing her engine bark in response.  
	

	
	When Gideon was ready Leanin
	took off, leading quickly and swerving between the piles of debris
	with ease.  Fouchbough was far off down the mountains, the air got
	warmer as they went along their path.  A few clouds were in the sky,
	but nothing imminently threatening.  Leanin pressed a hard pace, the
	muscles in Gideon's forearms ached and by the time they stopped his
	right arm was cramping and spasming painfully.  He massaged it
	gently as Leanin threw a tent.

	
	They were fully down the
	mountain in a grove of hard, stubby little trees that had no leaves
	on them.  They pitched the tent off the track, where it could not be
	seen easily.  A creek babbled quietly in the background, running
	alongside their campsite.

	
	“I wouldn't drink that,”
	Leanin said as she was setting up a fire.  “It's toxic enough
	to be flammable.  Drink what you brought.”

	
	The water looked fine to Gideon,
	but he sipped from his canteen anyway.  “Toxic?  Probably,
	everything out here is.  But flammable?  I can't believe that.  It's
	water.”

	
	Leanin
	knelt down beside the creek.  “Look at it at an angle.  You
	see that shine on top?  It looks pretty, doesn't it?  All purple and
	green as it swirls around.”  She filled a cup with the water,
	pouring it on the logs she had set up in a square formation.  When
	she struck a match and threw it on the logs a thick whoompf
	came in response as the water caught fire.  
	

	
	Gideon raised his eyebrows. 
	“Okay,” he said.

	
	They sat on opposite sides of
	the fire eating hard strips of beef that Gideon had brought.  The
	lower half of Leanin's face glowed, her lips set in a frown.

	
	“You look mad,”
	Gideon said.

	
	Leanin scowled at him. 
	“Everyone says that.  I'm not mad, this is just how I look. 
	Deal with it.”

	
	“Why did you want to help
	me?” Gideon asked.  “Don't get me wrong, I need all the
	help I can get.  I'm just curious is all.”

	
	Leanin's teeth looked sharp as
	she gnawed into a large chunk of dried beef.  The fire reflected in
	her eyes when she answered him.  “I knew a girl once who would
	be happy I was helping you.”

	
	Gideon let the remark be and
	stared into the fire.  “You know, I've heard if we stay
	outside of the bubbles for long enough the air will give us cancer.”

	
	Leanin laughed, and for a moment
	her face lost all the sharpness in it and was surprisingly
	beautiful.  “I believe it.  We're all dead somehow, so I don't
	think it really matters.  That's okay though, not everyone gets a
	good life.”  At that last remark her face fell and the
	sharpness returned.

	
	“Who was it that Daniel
	owned?  Who was Jenny to you?” Gideon asked suddenly.

	
	Leanin's face twisted into a
	scowl.  “That's not a question I'm willing to answer.  Daniel
	was a pig though.  They're all pigs.”  She tore off another
	large hunk of beef and chewed for a while before continuing.  “I
	stormed a brothel once, a while back, and killed the riders that ran
	it.  There were only about five or six riders to about thirty girls.
	 If the women had all just stood up and said no they could have
	easily overpowered the riders, but they were all shit scared.  As I
	was telling them they were free I heard a grunting coming from one
	of the locked bedrooms.  I kicked in the door and saw one of the
	worst things I've ever seen.  You ever been in a zoo?” she
	asked suddenly.

	
	Gideon had to think.  “Yeah,
	there was a small one in Cormac when I was a kid.  Only a few
	animals, but yeah.”

	
	“Do you know what an
	orangutan is?” Leanin asked.  Gideon nodded.  “Well,
	when I kicked in the door they had this orangutan that had one arm
	chained to the bed.  It was completely shaved, it looked like the
	ugliest woman you've ever seen.  I was wondering why in the world
	they would have an orangutan when it flipped over and prostrated
	itself on the bed, gyrating and grinding towards me.  They had
	trained it to fuck.”

	
	"That's terrible,"
	Gideon said.  
	

	
	"That's humanity,"
	Leanin responded.

	
	They were quiet for a long time
	after that, staring into the crackling fire.  Gideon stood, a sudden
	urgency to get traveling again gripped him, though he knew it would
	be hours before that was possible.  “I have to go to bed,"
	he said, "I want to get to Fouchbough as soon as possible.”
	 And with that he bade her goodnight and crawled into the tent,
	hoping sleep would come and help him pass the time.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Gideon woke later in the night,
	hearing a rustling sound outside his tent.  He rolled onto his back
	and rubbed the sleep from his eyes.  It was very quiet, just a small
	rustling sound.

	
	He walked outside, squinting in
	the dark.  A crescent moon barely illuminated the camp, their fire
	had burned down to embers.  The wind shifted direction and the heavy
	smell of sweat filled his nose just as something large moved from
	behind him.

	
	The world flipped on its side as
	he was thrown bodily to the ground, a great weight landing on his
	chest, and the air squeezing out of his lungs in one great gasp. 
	The smell of sweat surrounded him, a man was grasping in the dark at
	his neck.  Someone was kneeling on him, crushing his ribs and
	squeezing the life from him.  Gideon tried to turn, but the man was
	too heavy.  He drove his knee as hard as he could upward, feeling
	something give and hearing a grunt of pain.  Finally Gideon was able
	to roll out from underneath the man.

	
	A brilliantly blinding light cut
	a swath across the camp, coming from Leanin's motorcycle.  Gideon
	raised a hand to block the sudden illumination, there were several
	shadows moving in the encampment with him.  From out of the darkness
	Leanin sprang, flying through the air and kicking the nearest shadow
	into the river.  She moved like lightning, branching in multiple
	directions as she attacked the two other shadows.  For the moment
	Gideon stood helpless and confused, wondering whether this was just
	a dream.  One of the shadows stumbled and fell back into the river
	with his compatriot, the third struggled to remove some kind of
	goggles he was wearing.

	
	Gideon gathered his wits and
	rushed forward to help, but before he could get there Leanin reached
	her bare hand into the fire and grabbed a hot ember.  It flared up
	with the sudden movement and she hurled it into the river.  The
	water lit up in thick greasy flames, engulfing the two who stood
	waist high in it.  They flailed wildly as the fire consumed them,
	the thick smell of fat sizzling wafted over Gideon in a nauseating
	fume.  The third man had finally gotten his goggles off and was
	staring dumbly at his friends as they burned alive.  He turned
	slowly after a moment and raised his arms.

	
	“Hey man, I give up,”
	he said in a voice long since sacrificed to alcohol and cigarettes. 
	He eyed Leanin warily, his back to the still burning men in the
	water.  The fire was spreading in a line following the river,
	lighting up the entire forest.

	
	Leanin pointed her hand, still
	smoking from where she had grabbed the ember, murderously at the
	man.  “Who sent you and why?” she asked.

	
	Gideon could now see the man
	fully in the light of the fire.  He wore the leather armor of a
	rider, a vest that he was undoing and great leather boots that
	reached up to his knees.  Pulling open his vest he revealed a large
	tattoo of the grim reaper and the number thirteen on his forearms.  
	

	
	With a sigh, only barely audible
	to Gideon, Leanin ran at the man and delivered a mighty kick to his
	chest, sending him flying bodily back into the fiery river behind
	him.  He shrieked in pain, a high pitched wail that echoed in
	Gideon's ears.  Mercifully, the sounds of the three men dying only
	lasted for a few moments longer.

	
	“Do you think that they
	knew what we're after?”  Gideon asked.

	
	“Your girl?  I doubt it. 
	Even if they did, the thirteen has hundreds of girls in their
	stables.  More than likely these guys were just on the same road as
	us and decided to have some fun.  We should find a new area to camp,
	I'm not terribly desperate to find out if there are more of them.”

	
	“Let me look at your hand
	before we go,” Gideon said and he caught her by the wrist. 
	She tried to pull away but he held her firmly.  
	

	
	“It's nothing, don't worry
	about it,” Leanin protested as he looked at her palm.  Big
	pustules were forming in a ring on her hand, the few that were
	popped already weeping pus and blood.  Gideon took a cloth from his
	bag and a little bottle of iodine and began to clean it.  She hissed
	as the cloth touched her skin.

	
	Her hands were rough and
	calloused but Gideon cleaned them gently, delicately touching the
	burned areas.  Their eyes met, her hand in his, and he saw her
	features soften.  Her eyes were a brilliant green, flecked with
	spots of gold, and her pupils dilated as he dabbed at her wound. 
	After a moment he quickly turned away and grabbed a roll of gauze.

	
	“What was Rolanda like?”
	 Leanin asked.

	
	Gideon blushed, unable to meet
	her gaze.  “She is kind, Cormac is a very poor bubble, kids
	beg in the streets, and she never had any money to give them but she
	would take them food when she could.  The kids loved her.”

	
	“Was she beautiful?”
	Leanin asked.

	
	As he finished taping gauze
	around the wound he held her hand for a few moments.  Her face was
	dark and smooth, like deeply polished wood, the hard angles about
	her momentarily softened.

	
	“She is very beautiful,”
	 Gideon said and he gingerly let go of her hand.  He turned his back
	on her, taking down the tent.  They weren't safe to stay there any
	longer.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	“Do you know anything
	about Fouchbough?” Leanin asked the next day.  They had been
	riding since dawn and finally stopped to take a lunch.  The bubble
	of Fouchbough was only a little way off in the distance, nestled in
	a brown little valley.

	
	Gideon shook his head and she
	handed him a necklace with a large wooden 'A' on it.  “What's
	this?”  Gideon asked.

	
	“The 'A' stands for
	Abrahamic.  It's a theocracy in Fouchbough, a pretty strict one too.
	 We'll have to blend in.  Try not to talk too much.”

	
	Gideon placed the necklace over
	his head.  “You'd think there wouldn't be a market for people
	if this place was that religious.”

	
	Looking at Gideon with a quiet
	intensity Leanin sighed deeply.  “You'd be surprised how hand
	in hand they actually go,” she said.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Gideon's first impression of
	Fouchbough was that it was a somber and dark place.  The people
	dressed in black and grey, the only ornaments they wore were the
	wooden 'A's around their necks.  They stooped and dragged their feet
	as they walked, their backs curved, hard lines etched in their
	faces.  A woman on the corner was covered in sores and scratching
	herself fiercely.  There seemed to be only two age groups, young
	children and people worn and wrinkled.  Gideon smiled at a passerby
	but did not receive a smile in return, and as he looked around he
	saw that there was no joy on anyone's face in the street.  Some of
	the women swathed themselves entirely in a black cloth, keeping
	their eyes to the ground.

	
	“Where are we supposed to
	find a gangster in a place like this?”  Gideon asked.  
	

	
	“Why don't we split up? 
	Fouchbough is small enough, we should be able to do a bit of
	searching apart.  Let's meet here at the end of the day, I'd like to
	sleep outside the city, this place bothers me,” Leanin said.

	
	Gideon set off to the east,
	along a main thoroughfare.  The street was lined with small homes,
	most of which had porches with rocking chairs at the front.  There
	were simple shops with hand painted signs at the top, but no
	restaurants nor bars that he could see.  Finally, after searching
	for over an hour, he came to a small shop that had a chipped sign
	reading, 'Blind Tiger,' in which people were drinking something
	inside.  The roof was bent in the west corner, sagging low, and the
	walls were an unpainted wood.  The corners of each window had dirt
	that covered it like frost, the centers were the only clear part. 
	As Gideon walked up the steps a loose nail in the handrail stabbed
	him in the palm, drawing blood.

	
	Inside the establishment there
	were a few tables sparsely populated and a long wooden bar.  The
	walls had a series of shelves with glowing jars on them, Gideon took
	a closer look and found that each jar contained a different animal,
	long since dead and floating in a pale yellow liquid.  There were
	hundreds of them around the place, illuminating the room in a watery
	and thin light.  Behind the bar a hulk of a man towered, writing
	something down in a notebook and not paying any particular attention
	to Gideon.  
	

	
	He sidled up to the bar and
	leaned on his elbows.  “I'd like a whiskey, please,” he
	said.

	
	The bartender didn't look up. 
	“Speak easy, friend.  Easy,” he grunted.  
	

	
	Gideon leaned over and saw that
	the bartender was not writing anything at all, but rather drawing a
	picture of a flower.  “I'd like a whiskey please,”
	Gideon repeated, this time in a whisper.

	
	The bartender stretched to his
	full height and frowned down at Gideon, finally taking his attention
	from the drawing.  His knuckles whitened around the pencil in his
	fist and Gideon could see the man's jaw clench.

	
	A hand descended quickly on
	Gideon's shoulder, startling him.  To his side, dressed in a somber
	black robe with an 'A' swinging from his neck, Akem Manah stood with
	a grin on his face.  “Relax, brother Simon.  I'll explain
	things to our friend here.”  The bartender shrugged and went
	back to his drawing.  Akem looked strange dressed in the black robe,
	a frilly white shirt coming out from around his collar, but his grin
	was as sharp as ever.  “You want to be careful how you do
	things.  Fouchbough is a dry city.”

	
	“What do you mean?” 
	Gideon asked.

	
	Akem caught the bartender's
	attention and tapped two fingers to his right eye.  The bartender
	nodded, and within moments was setting before them two large glasses
	of brown liquid.  Gideon tried it and coughed, it burned his throat
	and made his eyes water.

	
	“Drugs, alcohol, and
	prostitution are all illegal here," Akem said.  "You
	couldn't get a drink asking outright for it if you tried.”

	
	Gideon sniffed at the drink in
	front of him.  “So how is it we're in a bar and you just
	ordered us two drinks?”

	
	“We're not in a bar, we're
	in the Blind Tiger.  Didn't you take a look around?  This is a freak
	show, and what happens under the table no one talks about.”

	
	“Akem, what are you doing
	here?”  Gideon asked. 
	

	
	The smaller man gave him an
	exaggerated wink.  “The more people try to structure and reign
	in humanity, the more I thrive.  I do very good business in a city
	like Fouchbough."  He shrugged.  "And maybe I am looking
	after my investment as well.  You haven't found her yet, have you?”

	
	Gideon sighed.  “No, but I
	got a name from Daniel.”

	
	“You got more than a name,
	from what I hear,” Akem said with a grin.

	
	“Malakir bought her,
	apparently, but I don't know where he operates," Gideon said. 
	"I was going to ask the bartender if he knew where Malakir was,
	but if I can't even order a drink right I don't know what hope I
	have.”

	
	Akem sucked loudly at his sharp
	teeth.  “I know where Malakir is."

	
	Gideon's heart skipped a beat
	and his face lit up.  “You do?  Tell me, show me, I have to go
	there at once.  No, I should get Leanin first.”

	
	Akem laughed, a low rumble that
	sent a chill down Gideon's spine.  “You are such an innocent
	child, I love that.  Tell me, why should I help you find one of my
	competitors to give him my money when you haven't even repaid your
	original debt to me?”

	
	The bubble of elation in Gideon
	popped and his shoulders slumped.  “I did a favor for you. 
	And I can give you your money back, and your suit.  It's hardly been
	worn.”

	
	Akem lit up a thin black
	cigarette.  “I have no need, nor desire, for the money or the
	suit.  And who said that the favor covered the entire debt?”

	
	“What can I give you?”
	 Gideon asked.  A creeping fear had wormed its way into the pit of
	his stomach and he thought of the two lovers, hanging from their
	tree, hand in hand.

	
	“Such an innocent.  Don't
	worry, I have plans for how you can pay me back.  And one thing you
	can do for me is easy.  In fact, it's something I'm asking you not
	to do.”

	
	Gideon cocked an eyebrow at him.
	 The man had a way of speaking, it was very vague, like wisps of
	smoke on the wind.  There was always the feeling that they were
	playing a game, a game where the rules were never explained but the
	stakes were astronomically high.

	
	Akem took a piece of paper and
	wrote something down on it.  “Malakir's address.  Now, when
	you get there, you will probably find some nice little present and
	things will play out as they always do with innocents.  Feel free,
	but after you leave his house you cannot get involved in what
	happens in the town.”

	
	Gideon was confused, trying to
	keep track of all the pieces of the game he was playing.  “I
	don't understand, what do you mean, find a present?”

	
	“That's okay.  I'll
	simplify.  Do what you will in the house, but once outside you have
	to let things happen as they will, okay?”  
	

	
	“What's going to happen?”
	Gideon asked.

	
	Akem smiled reassuringly and
	waved a hand, brushing the question aside.  “I can't predict
	the future, but I can guess.  It's a time honored tradition, you
	don't need to know the particulars, but you have to swear you won't
	get involved.  Let things play out as they will.”  Akem held
	out his right hand, his left holding the slip of paper with
	Malakir's address on it.  Gideon hesitated for a moment before
	clasping hands with him.  “Good, we can consider part of your
	debt repaid then.”  He gave Gideon the slip of paper.  “You
	will find Malakir on the north side of town, he operates a brothel
	called 'The Sparrow's Nest.'”  Clapping him on the shoulder,
	Akem stood.  “Remember, do what you will in the house, but
	after that leave things to happen as they will.”

	
	Gideon nodded and watched Akem
	walk out the door.  He had never noticed it before, but Akem walked
	with a slight limp, as though his shoes didn't quite fit correctly. 
	He shook off the thought and went to meet Leanin.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	“I couldn't find out
	anything,” Leanin said.  “Everyone seems so
	self-righteous here.  Daniel must have been lying.”

	
	Gideon shook his head.  “He's
	here.  I've got the address.”

	
	“How did you get it?  I
	couldn't get anyone to talk to me.”

	
	Shifting his weight from one
	foot to the other, he avoided eye contact with her.  “Is it
	important how?  I got it, let's leave it at that.”

	
	Leanin shrugged but kept her
	eyes on Gideon as he walked through the streets and headed north.  
	

	
	The Sparrow's Nest was a short
	grey building in the midst of a few square blocks of short, grey
	buildings, each separated by a few yards of grass.  There was no
	sign on the front door, only an overly large peephole and a red
	light bulb hanging above it.  On the front stoop crushed cigarette
	butts in various states of decay littered the ground.  They never
	would have found it without the address.

	
	Going in as buyers was out of
	the question, they didn't have the money and Leanin didn't think
	that she could act the part if she needed to.  They snuck to the
	backside of the building.  One of the windows was cracked open on
	the second floor and there was a ladder lying on its side a few
	houses down.  As quietly as they could they climbed up the side of
	the house.

	
	The cracked window led into a
	vacant bedroom; the walls were bare and a bed with the covers pulled
	to one side sat in the middle of the floor.  There were no personal
	belongings nor pictures, but there was a garbage can to the side of
	the bed that was filled with used condoms, the smell of week old
	ejaculate wafting from it.

	
	Outside the room there was a
	long hallway carpeted in red.  It was lined with doors that had
	plastic name tags hung next to them with names like, “Chandra,”
	and “Lilly.”  The soft sob of a woman crying came from
	behind a door labeled, “Vivian.”  Leanin stepped forward
	and reached for the doorknob before Gideon pulled her back and the
	door swung open of its own accord.  They stayed in the shadows as a
	man stepped out of the room and walked away from them down the
	hallway.  He was dressed in a long and flowing black robe with a
	strap of white frills draping around his shoulders.  A large hat
	with three pillars jutting out the top sat high on his head.  
	

	
	When he had gone Leanin and
	Gideon listened at the door, they could hear a stifled whimpering
	sound coming through.  Gideon pushed open the door and stepped
	through first, his mouth gaping open when he saw what was inside. 
	It was as sparse as the other, though lying on the stained mattress
	in this room was a tied up young woman.  She was naked and splayed,
	a limb to each corner of the bed, and her dark hair was clumped
	thick with some sort of fluid.  Her skin was rubbed raw in places,
	bleeding in others, tape covering her mouth.  Leanin rushed to her
	and slashed the cords that bound her hands and legs.  As soon as she
	was free the woman snapped into a cocoon like shape, her knees
	touching her head, as though she could fold into herself until she
	disappeared completely.  
	

	
	“Gideon, I have to take
	her out of here,”  Leanin said.   "I know we're on a
	mission, but," her eyes were wide, face pale, and hands
	shaking.  “I need to get this girl home.  You'll have to find
	Malakir by yourself.  I'll come back to help look if you want, but I
	have to do this.”

	
	Gideon took a deep breath and
	resisted the urge to pull at his hair in frustration.  He couldn't
	stop Leanin, but without her help he wasn't sure he'd be able to
	detain Malakir himself.  “Go, I'll keep looking around, see if
	I can't find Rolanda.  I won't confront Malakir, though, unless I
	can get him alone.”

	
	Leanin nodded and they left him.
	 Gideon stepped gingerly down the hallway, trying other doors.  The
	rooms were in much the same condition; shabby, empty, but with a bed
	and a garbage can.  Gideon found no other occupants.  At the end of
	the hallway there was a staircase that wound down, opening up to a
	large but dimly lit room.  There was nowhere else, he was forced to
	stop hiding and simply try to blend in.  It wasn't difficult, there
	was a whole crowd of men dressed in black robes in that room.  They
	paid him no mind, he milled amongst them without a second glance,
	their eyes were all pasted to the front of the room, where there was
	a stage with three naked women dancing on poles.  The place was lit
	a neon red and there was some sort of dance music playing, giving
	the room and everything in it a bloody, beating heart feel to it. 
	Rolanda wasn't there.  
	

	
	When one dancer finished, they
	walked to the side of the stage and down a little stepladder,
	disappearing behind a door as another came up from the opposite side
	of the room.  Gideon followed the leaving dancer, staying to the
	shadows, the pounding music kept him from being heard.  
	

	
	The hallway bent at a sharp
	right angle, the walls bare red bricks.  The woman stepped through a
	door and Gideon followed, expecting another hallway.  Instead he
	found himself in a room full of women staring at him.

	
	It was a small space, and
	crowded.  The floor was lined with cots no more than a few inches
	apart, the walls the same bare brick as the hallway, and it was
	cold.  Almost all the cots had a young woman on them, some younger
	than others, the women in various states of undress.  They looked at
	him with large, quiet eyes, the eyes of nervous animals.  Rolanda
	was not among them.

	
	“Please, don't be
	frightened,” Gideon said, “I'm looking for a woman that
	was taken from me, my fiance.”  He pulled out his photograph
	and moved among them, holding it forward.  “Have any of you
	seen her?”

	
	One of the girls, her hair
	platinum blonde but showing brown at the roots, reached for the
	photograph and took a long look at it.  She was wearing pajama
	bottoms and a glittery black bra with tassels coming out of the
	front.  “She was here about a week ago.  She danced a few
	times, but she was very bad at it.  Not many tips.  Father superior
	gave her a black eye and she was gone the next day.”

	
	“Do you know where she
	went?  It's very important.”  
	

	
	“Malakir probably took
	her.  He takes the ones who won't dance,” she said.

	
	Gideon sat down on an open cot
	and the women moved away from him.  He was losing her, he could feel
	it deep inside.  The thought crossed his mind that things would be
	better for him if he had stayed dead and buried the first time, but
	then little details about Rolanda pushed that thought away.

	
	She had a mole on her stomach,
	just above where her thigh curved tantalizingly inward.  He loved to
	kiss it, to sneak lower and lower until she stopped him.  That was a
	lifetime ago, but at times he could still smell the fresh scent of
	spring that always hung around her.  She was worth dying for, and
	worth crawling out of that grave for, she certainly had to be worth
	continuing for.  A light touch on his hand startled him out of his
	revelry.

	
	“Next stop on the track is
	out in Imperium.  Malakir owns another place there, rumor is that
	that's where he takes them to be broken.”  She held his hand
	and looked him in the eyes.  “I am married, or was, I guess. 
	They killed my husband when he tried to save me.  You keep looking,
	but be careful.”

	
	Gideon thanked the girls and
	left.  Perhaps he really had died in that grave they buried him in. 
	This certainly felt like hell.  
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	Chapter Six

	
	

	

	
	Leanin wasn't at the spot they
	were supposed to meet.  Gideon sat and waited for a bit, picking up
	clumps of dirt and letting it sift through his fingers.  Dirt on the
	surface doesn't feel anything like dirt six feet down.  That dirt
	was stiffer, colder, chock full of little rocks that tore open
	fingernails.

	
	A hum in the distance caught
	Gideon's attention.  It was growing steadily louder, sounding
	faintly like a large hive of bees buzzing.  He walked down the main
	thoroughfare towards the noise, and as it grew louder the little
	buzzes separated, it was several people shouting at once.  He
	followed the noise slowly, his eyes darting this way and that, but
	the street he walked on was deserted.  When he got close enough, he
	could hear individual voices, people were shouting out things like,
	“Harlot!” and “Slut!”  
	

	
	Gideon rounded a corner and was
	confronted with a large crowd of people all facing towards
	something.  They were wearing the black robes and the wooden
	necklaces that seemed to be the standard garb here.

	
	He elbowed his way through the
	crowd, every person who was shouting seemed to be holding a small
	pile of rocks in their arms.

	
	In the center of the crowd were
	two people he recognized, the man with the tri-pointed hat, and the
	woman whom Leanin had saved.  She had her arms tied behind her back,
	blood was trickling out of her mouth and her eyes were wide with
	fear.  A trail of urine ran down her leg and puddled underneath her.
	 The man in black held on to her with one arm while waving for
	silence with another.  As the people quieted down Gideon saw Leanin,
	she was at the edge of the crowd, being held back by two large men
	straining to hold on to her.  She too was bloodied around the face,
	but she was fighting tooth and nail.

	
	“My people,” the man
	cried out as the crowd finally settled, “it is a very sad day
	today.  The family of Arisa here,” he nodded to one side of
	the circle where a fat ruby faced man held hands with a grey haired
	old woman, “has come to me, their priest, and informed me of
	her transgressions.  They told me earlier today that she has been
	selling her body, whoring herself to any who would pay, and
	confessed as much to them.  She has revealed her true nature to our
	community, and we cannot allow her to taint our other children with
	her wickedness.”

	
	A man came out from the side of
	the crowd gingerly holding a small mason jar full of liquid.  He
	carried it with outstretched arms, walking very slowly so as not to
	spill a drop.  The priest took the jar and nodded his thanks.

	
	“We are not uncaring,
	though.  We will not send her to the maker unclean, we will redeem
	her soul so that she may find peace in the afterlife.”  The
	priest took Arisa by the hair and pulled back so that her face was
	tilted upwards.  Leanin renewed her struggles and the men almost
	lost their hold on her.  Holding her by the hair, the priest tipped
	the jar over Arisa, slowly pouring it down her face.  As soon as the
	liquid touched her she began to give off horrible shrieking wails of
	pain.  A wisp of smoke came the liquid and her skin bubbled and
	boiled, slipping off her.  She jerked and kicked but the priest held
	her tight.  
	

	
	Gideon couldn't watch any more,
	he started to run forward to help, but an iron grip grabbed him from
	behind and pulled him back.  Turning, he gasped at the face of the
	person detaining him.  The thin and dragon-like features of Akem
	smiled back at Gideon.  
	

	
	His insides shuddered as he was
	silently reminded of his promise, he hadn't known it would be like
	this.  Though he stopped struggling, Akem kept hold of him, not
	saying a word but rather watching as the woman was cleansed.

	
	After the priest emptied the
	bottle he stood away and joined the rest of the crowd.  Arisa's
	family had turned their faces from the spectacle, while Leanin
	continued to struggle against the men holding her.  Her face was red
	with exertion and her muscles stood out taught and ropey.  The men
	holding her back were huffing and puffing with the effort it took to
	keep her in check.

	
	Abandoned in the center of the
	crowd, Arisa fell to her knees, her face melted bloody red, her eyes
	little more than burnt pools of blood, her lips peeling off and
	exposing her bare gums and teeth.  She wailed, a low moan that cut
	through the noise the crowd was making.

	
	The priest took a medium sized
	rock from someone in the crowd and held it above his head, those
	holding stones in the circle of people followed suit.  The priest
	was the first to throw, his aim true, striking her in the left
	breast.  She cried out and staggered this way and that, unable to
	see where the rocks were coming from.  Soon a shower of the hard
	missiles were raining down on her.  Little flecks of blood stained
	the ground as more and more stones hit her.  A large rock struck her
	on the temple and she collapsed in a pile, the stones still raining
	all around her until she was almost completely buried in them.  Her
	bound arms, jutting through the rocks, twitched a few more times and
	then were still.

	
	The crowd dispersed, the
	afternoon's entertainment done.  Arisa's parents blew a kiss to
	their dead daughter and then they too left her in the street. 
	Gideon fell to his knees when Akem let him go, a cold chill ran
	through his spine and he wondered what exactly he was dealing with
	when he was dealing with a man like Akem.  
	

	
	The men holding Leanin let her
	go without another word, perhaps thinking that she too would
	collapse without a fight.  Instead she swung wildly at them as soon
	as her arms were free, catching one in the jaw and the other in the
	nose.  They scurried away from her like rats.

	
	Leanin ran to the little pile of
	rocks and scattered them.  Gideon followed, his legs watery and his
	pace slow, almost dream-like.  By the time he got to her Leanin's
	hands were bloody and torn.

	
	“Leanin, she's gone, look
	at her,” Gideon said.

	
	The body was just that, a body. 
	There was no more Arisa there.  The face was melted away, red bone
	sticking out here and there, the eye sockets hollow and empty.  The
	dirt around her had turned black as it soaked up her blood.

	
	Leanin turned and vomited,
	gasping and sobbing as the contents of her stomach left her. 
	Afterwards she stood and took great gasping breaths.  “It's
	not Jenny.  Jenny's long gone.  That's Arisa, and I don't know her,”
	Leanin said quietly.  “I didn't know Arisa, and I have no
	feelings for her.  We never shared any experiences together.  We
	never laughed at a joke together.  There is nothing tying me to her,
	she is just a decomposing bit of trash on the ground.”  All of
	this was said in the slow, quiet pace of a mantra.

	
	“We should burn her,”
	Gideon said.  He could still feel Akem's touch on his shoulder,
	holding him back.  
	

	
	“Burn who?” 
	

	
	“Are you serious?  Arisa,
	this girl.  We have to do something for her.  I have to do something
	for her.  We can't just stand by and watch while her body rots out
	in the street.”

	
	Leanin's face was hard, her jaw
	clenched.  “What do I care about a body lying in the dirt? 
	I've got better things to do with my time, and so do you.  We have
	to find your fiance.”  She started walking off.

	
	“Just give me one minute,”
	Gideon called after her.  He knelt down by the body.  “I'm
	sorry,” he said quietly.  There was nothing more he could
	think to say.  He kissed the tips of his fingers and placed them on
	her forehead before he walked after Leanin.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	They headed west on their
	motorcycles for half a day before the rain started up and they were
	forced to stop.  A cave placed high up on a hill provided shelter,
	it was small but it kept the rain from them.  There was a faint
	smell of sulfur in the air that stung their nostrils, but the cave
	was dry and warm, large enough for their tents and their
	motorcycles.  Leanin pulled out her tool bag and went to work
	adjusting things on her bike.

	
	“Have you ever been to
	Imperium?”  Gideon asked.  She nodded, her hands busy on the
	bottom of her engine.  “What's it like?”

	
	Leanin's eyes were a thousand
	miles away and Gideon wasn't sure that she was going to answer him,
	a wrench dangled loosely in her hand.  “It's a big place, like
	most of the cities, and there's a few good people and a whole lot of
	bad ones.  I didn't stay long.  A guy helped me find someone I was
	looking for, and then I was gone.”

	
	The rain pattered off the rocks
	outside and the sound of rolling thunder crashed some distance away.
	 A rock was jutting into Gideon's lower back and he shifted to try
	and find a more comfortable position.  “Why aren't you looking
	for Jenny any more?”

	
	Leanin dropped the wrench and
	pulled out her knife.  Her mouth set in a hard grimace, she began to
	dig at her nails.  “Fucking hangnails, only way to deal with
	them is to dig 'em out.”  She leveraged her knife against her
	hand and part of the nail broke off and up, flicking blood onto her
	face.  
	

	
	“Who was Jenny and why
	aren't you looking for her anymore?”  Gideon repeated.

	
	It was a long time before she
	answered.  Blood trickled down her hand and she pulled out a small
	cloth to wipe it away.  When her finger was clean she picked up the
	wrench and kept working.  “She was my sister, and I'm not
	looking for her anymore because I already found her.”

	
	Gideon didn't know exactly how
	to phrase his next question, so he just spat it out.  “Is she
	dead?”

	
	“She wasn't when I found
	her,” Leanin said in a flat tone.  The muscles on her right
	arm tensed up as she worked at a particularly stubborn bolt.  A sigh
	of satisfaction came from her lips as it loosened.

	
	“I think we should have
	burned Arisa, it wasn't right for us to just leave her there for the
	dogs.”

	
	Leanin reacted in an instant,
	slamming her wrench down deep into the ground.  “Why do people
	have such reverence for the dead?  They'll bend over backwards for a
	corpse.  All the important parts of that girl went away, Gideon.”

	
	They didn't speak for the rest
	of the night, each wrapped in their own thoughts, taking turns
	watching the mouth of the cave to make sure no one had followed
	them.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Imperium took its name to heart,
	styling itself as the largest city ever held under a dome, embodying
	the term, 'empire.'  The buildings seemed designed with giants in
	mind, with large arches and towering heights.  The roads twisted and
	curved like arteries flowing through a body, never simple and
	straight but rather shooting off in all directions.  The citizens
	acted like they knew the city was not designed for them, hurrying
	along with their heads bowed, never looking up at the staggering
	tops of the buildings they lived in.  Gideon felt trapped,
	suffocated, as though the walls on each side inched in every time he
	looked away from them.  
	

	
	They passed sitting children
	begging for coins, each missing an arm or a leg.  The kids put their
	deformities forward, thrusting stumps at Gideon until he felt
	compelled to flip a coin into the middle of them.

	
	“You shouldn't pay,”
	Leanin said.  “Their parents do it to them, they cut them or
	burn out their eyes so that people will give them more when they
	beg.  The more you pay, the more incentive for future parents to do
	that to their children.”

	
	Gideon sighed and they continued
	walking.  Following Leanin, he found it amazing that anyone could
	keep a clear head of where they were going in that labyrinth of
	buildings.  
	

	
	Soon they were on a street that
	felt familiar, women were walking around with scant amounts of
	clothing on, trying to catch everyone's eye, ducking into back
	alleys with those they could.  Shadows squirmed and moaned in the
	dark corners of the street.  They asked a few women if they knew a
	man named Malakir.  It was not much to go on, but Gideon had
	searched with less.  The women all shook their heads at both the
	name Malakir and the picture of Rolanda.

	
	Hunger forced them to stop at a
	small cafe so they could eat sandwiches that were falling apart with
	grease.  “I think I know a man who will help us,” Leanin
	said.  “It's somebody that helped me last time, guy's name is
	Masumoto.  He may not even still be in town, but I'd rather not keep
	putting it out on the street that we're after Malakir, just in
	case.”

	
	After lunch they took an
	electric tram to another part of the city.  The seats were
	uncomfortable, made of hard bits of plastic, and there were windows
	to other compartments and out to the city.  Gideon soon lost all
	interest in the buildings whizzing by, they all looked the same and
	watching them gave him a dizzy feeling in the pit of his stomach.  
	

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	“Leanin Bibi, I heard you
	were in town,” Masumoto smiled as they entered his house.  He
	sat in a wheelchair, his legs small and falling to one side, his
	upper body large and well toned; he motioned them into his home with
	hands wearing fingerless gloves.  The house itself was small, with
	dust starting in a line just above head height.  Plates with half
	eaten food sat on tables, there were no chairs.  It was dark, the
	shades were all drawn, the only light in the place coming from a
	command center of computer monitors.  
	

	
	Leanin stuck her head out of the
	door before shutting and locking it.  “You heard?  Who did you
	hear from?”

	
	Masumoto wheeled his chair into
	the center of the monitors and rubbed the side of one
	affectionately.  “Kristina here told me.  You guys registered
	under your own names.  Gutsy, quite gutsy.  Though I really don't
	think you'll have to worry the thirteen being computer literate.”

	
	Gideon swallowed hard.  He had
	left his pistol in his bags with the motorcycles.  The thought left
	him feeling cold.  Of course, he did always have the knife in his
	boot.

	
	Masumoto smirked in his chair,
	greasy black hair falling into his eyes.  “Leanin, tell your
	friend here he doesn't have to kill me, I haven't sold you out and I
	don't plan to.”

	
	Gideon's mouth dropped and he
	stepped back a pace.  Leanin laughed.  “Masumoto has that
	affect on people.  He just thinks fast and well, don't worry.”
	 She grabbed at one of Masumoto's hands and he brought it to his
	lips for a kiss.

	
	“The thirteen are the most
	prevalent clan in Imperium,” Masumoto said.  “Our pretty
	lady here doesn't usually come for things on the up and up.” 
	He was still holding her hand, for some reason it seemed obscene to
	Gideon, so he looked away.  “Leanin, when are you going to
	marry me?”  Masumoto asked.

	
	She laughed and beamed down at
	him.  “You always were a charmer.  You know I can never stay
	in one place for too long, though.  I get itchy feet.”

	
	Gideon cleared his throat.  “So,
	Masumoto,” he began.

	
	“Mas, please.  I insist.”

	
	“Mas,” Gideon
	continued.  “What is it you do here?”

	
	The wheelchair bound man smiled
	largely, positively beaming.  “Can't you tell?  I fight crime.
	 I am Imperium's protector, rolling over criminals with my armored
	wheelchair of justice.”  
	

	
	“Mas,” Leanin
	interrupted.  “We need a favor.”

	
	He adopted a look of faux
	seriousness, the corners of his mouth slightly upturned.  “Yes,
	anything for my beloved.  I will be all business.”

	
	“His name is Malakir,”
	Gideon said.

	
	The change on Masumoto's face
	was dramatic.  The flush fell off of his cheeks and his eyes grew
	somber.  “I know who you're talking about,” he said in a
	whisper and then began typing frantically at Kristina.  After a
	moment he tilted a monitor toward them.  “He's a rich prick,
	works with the thirteen, but as far as I can tell I don't think he's
	one of them.”

	
	Malakir stared back at them from
	the monitor.  The face itself could be considered handsome, it was
	well proportioned and the cheeks had a high nobility about them, the
	chin broad and thick, his hair long blonde and pulled back into a
	ponytail, but there was something off about it.  The eyes were cold,
	icy blue with flecks of grey, the teeth sharp.  Everything was too
	hard, too tight.  
	

	
	“You want to be careful. 
	Malakir's very dangerous, I've been trying to find out more about
	his business for months,” Masumoto said.

	
	“You have?”  Gideon
	asked.

	
	“I told you," he
	said, smiling, "I fight crime.  From what I learned, Malakir is
	very high up in the organization, but there's someone else even
	higher, and I can't seem to find any details about that guy.”

	
	“We don't need to know
	about that guy,” Leanin said.  “Can you tell us where
	Malakir works?”

	
	“27 south plaza. 
	Thirteenth floor,” Mas read to them.

	
	“Which room?” 
	Gideon asked.

	
	He cocked an eyebrow at him. 
	“The whole floor.”

	
	Leanin nodded her head. 
	“Thanks, Mas.  I owe you one.”

	
	“I maintain that our
	marriage would be a happy and fruitful one,” Mas said as he
	showed them to the door.

	
	Leanin bent down and kissed him
	on the cheek.  In a rare moment of tenderness, she said, “I'm
	not sure I deserve that life yet.”

	
	As they walked out of the home
	Mas stopped Gideon.  “You be careful with that one.  Nothing
	but heartache down that road.”  They smiled and waved goodbye,
	walking towards the electric tram.  “Sometimes that's the best
	feeling in the world, though,” Mas added quietly to himself
	before shutting the door.  
	

	
	When they had all left a shadow
	stirred a few doors down and a man stepped out, walking with slow
	and sure footsteps toward Masumoto's house.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	The section of city that they
	traveled to looked nothing like what Gideon had expected.  He had
	expected well cleaned streets and posh buildings with people waiting
	outside just to open the door.  Instead the neighborhood looked like
	a rotting mouth, the buildings broken and jagged teeth.  Bits of
	newspaper blew along the ground and were picked up for kindling by
	people warming themselves at a burn barrel.  They walked past a
	couple pushing syringes into each other's emaciated arms.

	
	“I thought this Malakir
	guy would be in a rich part of town,” Gideon said.  “This
	seems to be the slums.”

	
	The light was fading fast on the
	day, what was left reflected off the chip-toothed broken windows on
	the buildings around them.  “The address should be through
	here,” Leanin said and they ducked down an alleyway.

	
	Halfway down Leanin stopped her
	walk and held up a hand.  “Something's wrong,” she said.
	 Gideon looked around, it looked like every other alleyway he'd been
	down.  There were broken beer bottles crunching underfoot and the
	acrid smell of stale urine everywhere, the windows were boarded up
	all around them.  Trash cans stood outside of locked doors.

	
	“What do you mean?”
	Gideon said.

	
	“It's not natural.  The
	fire escapes are all pulled up, boards over the windows.  This alley
	was made like this.”  Leanin crouched down onto the balls of
	her feet.  “I don't like it.  There's only one entrance and
	one exit, everything else is blocked off, and we're in the middle."

	
	“Leanin, you're being
	paranoid.  Nobody knows we're in town.”  Gideon pulled her
	forward.  With a loud click the electric lights of the city all
	turned on, all except for the ones in the alley they stood in. 
	Night was fast approaching, the shadows growing long around them. 
	“Alright, you may be on to something,” he said quietly.

	
	An intense blue light arced
	behind them accompanied by a high pitched crackle.  It buried itself
	in Leanin's side and she gave off a choked scream before falling to
	the ground in a heap.  Gideon swung wildly into the darkness,
	feeling a satisfying connection of fist on flesh before the little
	lightning arc stabbed into him as well.  The pain was immediate and
	immobilizing, every muscle in his body contracting at once and his
	brain lighting up before everything simply shut down.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	When he woke his body was
	wracked with pain.  Every muscle ached and his head was throbbing
	with the relentless beat of his heart.  His jaw hurt, when he tried
	to speak he found that there was a hard rubber ball gag strapped
	into his mouth.  The taste was terrible, like sweat and blood and
	medicinal rubber.  He was in a concrete room with no windows nor
	furnishings except for a metal toilet and a drain in the center of
	the floor with dark stains all around it.  He was stripped naked and
	tied to a metal chair, everything was cold, his bare feet going numb
	against the concrete.  Thick ropes were strapped across his chest
	and legs, cutting off the circulation, his arms bent around and
	bound behind his back.

	
	Leanin was similarly restrained,
	her flesh exposed, ropes tight around her breasts.  There was a
	black and red welt at her side where the stun gun had zapped her. 
	She stirred, shaking her dark hair from her eyes.  
	

	
	The cell door clanked and then
	swung open.  Malakir stepped inside, his eyes as cold blue and
	granite as they had been in Masumoto's photograph.  His facial
	expression moved imperceptibly more than his picture, he ran a hand
	over his long blonde ponytail and closed the door behind him, not
	saying a word while he took off a well tailored suit jacket.

	
	“I heard you were looking
	for me, I thought I would arrange a little meeting for us.”

	
	Kneeling before Leanin, his eyes
	wandered freely over her naked body.  “Your form is very
	pleasing,” he said tweaking her nipple between two fingers. 
	“You react well to stimulation.”  His hand slid lower on
	her body, rounding over her stomach and turning inward at her
	thighs.  She struggled against the ropes, they strained and creaked
	but held.  “Yes, very well.  Why are you searching for me?”
	 
	

	
	With a quick motion he undid
	Leanin's gag and she bit at him.  Laughing, he jumped back.  It was
	the first change in expression he'd had since they'd been there, and
	Gideon wasn't sure he wanted to see more.  The door behind them
	opened and a hulk of a man came in with a large black sack draped
	across his shoulder.  
	

	
	“Leon, can you set that
	right here and go grab my tools please?”  Malakir asked.  The
	man he called Leon nodded with a leer.  “I want to show you
	two something before we begin.”  He walked to the black
	plastic sack and pulled out a knife, slitting the package open. 
	“You guys were out for a while, long enough for us to have a
	little talk with your friend here.”

	
	He pulled the sack open and the
	naked form of Masumoto stared back at them, a concave hole in his
	skull.  Black and red burn marks speckled his chest and his fingers
	were bent upwards.  When the body was unveiled Leanin didn't say a
	word, but her jaw clenched and she breathed deeply, averting her
	eyes.

	
	The door opened again and Leon
	brought in a large transport battery and a pair of alligator clips
	with a bucket of water.  He set them down and pulled out a thick
	pair of rubber gloves.

	
	“Your friend was a good
	one, it took him a long time before he told me about you.  What he
	didn't tell me was why you wanted to see me.  So why don't you fill
	me in on that one?  I can't imagine it can be for anything good.”

	
	Malakir reached into the bucket
	of water and drew out a dripping sponge.  As Leon hooked together
	the alligator clips to the transport battery Malakir wiped the
	sponge over Leanin's naked body.   The water trailed down her curves
	and she shone in the light.  “I have a confession to make to
	you.  Will you be my priest?”  He asked her.  “I love
	what I do.  I love the look that a woman gets after she's been in my
	stable for long enough, that blank stare of resigned hopelessness. 
	At that point she's little more than a cunt and a mouth, there to
	serve.  But that's not even the best part of the job.”  He
	walked to Gideon.  “This man here, tied up next to you?  I'll
	work on him just the same, because I have to.  But with you I'm
	going to spend time, we'll really get to know each other.”  He
	strode back to Leanin and pressed the fork in his jeans against her
	hand.  “Can you feel how much I'm going to enjoy this?” 
	
	

	
	Leanin's face was still,
	betraying nothing of what she was feeling.  Malakir smiled.

	
	“You've got quite a heart,
	kid.  I'm going to enjoy breaking it.”  Switching focus, he
	sat by Gideon.  Leon brought forward a tray with all the things that
	Gideon had kept in his pockets.  Malakir poked a disinterested
	finger through them for a moment before pausing.  His grin grew
	incredibly large as he picked up the picture.

	
	“Maybe this will be more
	than just work after all," he said.  "I figured I would
	start with you anyway, once I get working on the saucy little cunt
	over there I'll probably cum all over myself, you know how it is.”
	 Turning the photograph around, he showed it to his prisoner.  “I
	don't think I've ever seen Rolanda look this happy.”

	
	Gideon had never felt such a
	helpless, impotent rage before.  Trying to keep control, he
	concentrated on his breathing.  The ropes held him tightly, he
	couldn't move more than a few millimeters in any direction.

	
	“What a beautiful woman. 
	Look at how she's smiling and the sun is weaving itself through her
	golden blonde hair, she's got such innocence.”  Malakir
	unfolded the picture and showed Gideon himself, arm in arm with
	Rolanda.  “This doesn't seem to be a familial embrace; my
	guess is young lovers?”

	
	Gideon stayed quiet, flexing and
	relaxing his muscles, trying to loosen the bonds that held him.   If
	he could only get free, there was nothing that could stop him.

	
	Malakir stood close enough to
	Gideon that he could feel an unnatural heat coming from the man. 
	“It's not often we get virgins coming through here.  I thought
	about selling it, it would have fetched quite a price, but then I
	realized what an opportunity I had.  I hadn't taken a woman's
	maidenhood in years.  You know what I really love about that moment?
	 That first moment when you break through the hymen?  It's the look
	in her eyes.  There's pain and then the break and then rapture and
	then horror when she realizes that she's enjoying it.  She's now
	dirty, and she hates that she likes it so much.  Abrahamic girls are
	best for this.  The religion teaches them so much repression the
	guilt they feel is palpable.  Have you ever been inside a woman when
	she starts crying?  It's exquisite, the way her body shudders and
	convulses, you can feel it through your entire cock.”  Malakir
	took Gideon's hand and looked him in the eye.  “Rolanda cried,
	I want you to know that.  She cried when I was inside her.”

	
	A burning hatred blinded Gideon,
	giving everything a bloody hue.  His entire consciousness, his whole
	being, focused down to a single desire, to kill the man standing in
	front of him.

	
	Malakir's erection was quite
	pronounced when he stood up, bulging through the silk suit pants he
	was wearing.  “I tell you what.  I don't own her anymore, but
	if you bend over and kiss my shoe,” he showed a highly
	polished black leather loafer to Gideon, “I'll tell you who
	does, and moreover, where he lives.  Doesn't that sound like the
	bargain of a lifetime?”

	
	Gideon swallowed hard.  His
	heart thundered in his ear and he could feel a cold sweat on his
	brow.

	
	Malakir tapped Leon on the
	shoulder.  “See that?  That right there, I love that. 
	Confliction."  Kneeling by Gideon, he whispered in his ear. 
	"You want to attack me as soon as I loosen the bonds, to let
	that animal that's been building inside you out, but you need to
	know where Rolanda is, and you know if you try to kill me two things
	will happen.  First, Leon over there will break your legs, and then
	you won't ever be able to find your precious Rolanda.  It's need
	versus want.  And I think your need outweighs your want.  Do you
	agree?”

	
	A sense of helplessness invaded
	Gideon, as though he were floating ten feet above where this
	horrendous scene played out, unable to do anything but watch.  After
	a moment, he nodded once, and Malakir motioned to Leon.

	
	“I love life, it's quite
	interesting,” Malakir said while Leon undid the straps that
	bound Gideon.  The smell of shoe polish grew stronger as Leon pushed
	Gideon down onto his knees in front of Malakir.  “Go ahead,
	I'm not telling until you kiss them.”

	
	Swallowing hard, Gideon forced
	his pride and his anger down to a place where their protestations
	couldn't be heard, and tenderly kissed the man's shoe.  
	

	
	Malakir laughed.  “That
	was hard to watch.  I sold her to a man named Shelton Wainswick.  He
	works and lives in the coastal city of Algernia.  She's a fighter,
	you know.  She'll have to go through quite the seasoning process. 
	Leon, will you tie him up again?”

	
	In that instant Gideon knew that
	they would never leave the room alive, and all the anger that had
	been building in the last twenty minutes came surging through him. 
	Something broke free, and he gave all control over to his fury.

	
	When Leon came for him Gideon
	threw an elbow back and caught him in the nose.  Gideon grabbed the
	only thing available to him, the  transport battery, it felt light
	as a feather in his enraged hands, and he swung it back at Leon's
	head.  It connected with the sound of a watermelon being split open
	and chunky bits of blood and brain sprayed out against the wall.

	
	Malakir hadn't moved, his jaw
	hanging open in surprise.  Gideon lunged at his legs, tackling him
	to the ground.  That seemed to startle him out of his shock, and
	Malakir began to fight back.  Fists and elbows rained down on
	Gideon's head but he was beyond pain, pure rage driving him on.

	
	Gideon mounted him, pinning him
	beneath his legs.  He gouged and scratched and hit Malakir until the
	man stopped moving, but still he wasn't done.  The strength the
	anger had given him seeped from his body; this time he struggled to
	lift the transport battery above his head and drop it onto Malakir's
	chest, caving the ribs in.

	
	The pain of his wounds caught up
	with him as he cut Leanin from her chair, and soon after she was
	free he collapsed.  Everything about him was in pain, he couldn't
	move, so Leanin dressed him and then slung him over her shoulder,
	carrying him from that place.
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	Chapter Seven

	
	

	

	
	Something had happened in
	Imperium that Leanin couldn't understand.  They were outside the
	city holed up in a cave, Leanin was watching Gideon sleep.  The
	night was quiet and clear, the moon glowing over everything.  It was
	still a long way to Algernia.

	
	When Gideon had broken back in
	that cell in Imperium, Leanin had felt something stir within her, a
	little itch where there hadn't been anything before.  She tried to
	rationalize it, telling herself that they had massive amounts of
	adrenaline pumping through them, and that things were bound to get
	hazy.  But it hadn't gone away.

	
	His chest rose and fell with his
	exhausted slumber and her eyes traced the curves of his muscles.  It
	was a weak chest, skinny, but she found herself wondering what that
	chest would feel like if she were to run a finger along it.  His
	jaw, too, she did not like.  It was set too wide, too angled and
	sharp, but still she wondered what it would smell like if she were
	to rest her head right under it.

	
	She rested her hand lightly on
	his chest and he woke.  Within an instant she had snatched her hand
	back.

	
	“Leanin, what is it? 
	Trouble?”  His face was beaten to mush, lopsided, his eyes
	opened as wide as the swelling would allow. 
	

	
	“You must have been
	dreaming, I didn't wake you,” she said.

	
	Gideon pulled on a shirt.  “How
	much time 'til sunup?”

	
	“Hour or two.  Go back to
	sleep, I'll wake you up.”

	
	Gideon shook his head.  “I
	want to be going as soon as we have enough light.  Do you think we
	can make it to the ocean today?”

	
	Leanin pulled out a little bag
	of dried beef and handed it to Gideon.  “All depends on the
	miles we get.”  As he chewed eagerly through the meat, she
	watched him.  “Gideon?  You know that no matter what happened
	to her, she'll still be the woman you loved.”

	
	He stopped chewing.  “You
	think it's true, don't you?  Everything Malakir said?”

	
	Avoiding eye contact with
	Gideon, Leanin packed her bag.  “It's a probability that
	you're going to have to accept.  It doesn't change her, not deep
	down, but you may have to work hard to get her to come back to the
	surface.”

	
	Standing, Gideon threw the pack
	of meat at her feet.  “What do you know about it?  Who asked
	you to chime in?”  He was breathing heavily, an ugly flush had
	risen to his cheeks.

	
	Leanin went over to him and
	placed her hands on his chest.  He was trembling.  “Calm down,
	Gideon.  I'm just trying to help, I've been through this.” 
	Neither Leanin nor Gideon were paying much attention to their
	bodies.  She had begun to stroke his chest softly and he was leaning
	into it.

	
	“Jenny?”  Gideon
	asked.

	
	Leanin nodded.  “I was the
	tomboy of the family, getting dirty and fighting with the other
	kids.  Jenny was my opposite, beautiful, and kind, and prim and
	proper in all the ways that I never was.”

	
	“I think you're
	beautiful,” Gideon said without thinking.

	
	She smiled and a slight blush
	crept onto her cheeks.  “Not compared to her.  She was the
	type who could stop a conversation when she entered a room.  People
	revolved around her like hopeful little planets circling around the
	sun.”

	
	“What happened to her?”

	
	“The Thirteen took her. 
	They had a party with her that first night, passing her around like
	she was no more than a warm hole for them.  They sold her to Daniel,
	and then he sold her to someone else.  I still haven't found who the
	last owner was, I found her out walking the streets.  She
	was...broken.  I got her out of there and took her home, but
	something had gone wrong inside of her.  We stayed away from cities
	for a few days, but she ate so little, so I took her back home.”

	
	Tears sprang to Gideon's eyes
	and his voice broke.  “Why are you telling me this?  Are you
	saying I should just give up?”

	
	“That's not what I'm
	saying at all.”  Leanin held him closer and spoke softly.  “My
	mother and father, they were like Arisa's parents.  They thought
	that she must have instigated everything, that she was asking for
	it, enjoying it.  Sure, they never dragged her out into the streets
	like that, but they didn't shy away from telling her exactly how
	they felt.  Dishonor was a word they said a lot.”

	
	“What happened to her?”
	Gideon asked.

	
	The sun was just beginning to
	turn the sky from black to dark blue.  “She killed herself,"
	Leanin said.  Something scuttled outside of the cave, rustling up
	the ground.  Leanin stayed quiet for a moment, her head cocked to
	the side, listening.  After another minute it was quiet again. 
	"That's why you need to remember that no matter what happens,
	deep down it's still Rolanda.  You just have to work hard to bring
	her back to the surface.”

	
	Gideon nodded.  Leanin's hands
	were still on his chest, his heart beating under her palm.  He
	brushed a hair out of her face.  “I'm sorry about your
	sister,” Gideon said.  Pulling her closer, her face in the
	crook of his neck, he held her.  She smelled of cinnamon and black
	tea.  
	

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	It was still a few hundred miles
	to the ocean when they found the bodies.  They were past the low
	hills and the land was wide and flat plains.  Cyclones of grey dust
	kicked up in the distance and skeletal trees stuck out in the
	landscape.  Everything was shades of grey and brown.

	
	The bodies were strung up in a
	tree on the side of the road.  They were hanging from nooses,
	swinging in the breeze, their clothes long since mouldered away.  A
	hand painted sign stuck in the ground, saying, “A disobedient
	whore needs to be punished.”   
	

	
	“Who do you think they put
	the sign up for?”  Gideon asked.

	
	“I think it's here so
	other transports can stop and show their cargo what happens when
	they fall out of line,” Leanin said.  Her face was very pale. 
	“Do you see the one on the end?”

	
	Gideon walked closer and he
	inspected the body she was referring to.  The skeleton was polished
	white from the wind and the dust, the macabre grin of death leering
	back at him.  Looking lower, his eyes widened and he took a step
	back.  Cradled in her pelvic bone was another, much smaller
	skeleton, curled in upon itself.  Gideon turned and vomited to the
	side.

	
	“We have to do something
	for them,” he said when his stomach settled.

	
	“Are you saying we should
	bury them?”  Leanin asked.

	
	“No!”  Gideon
	shouted.  “No,” he repeated again, softer.  “Nobody
	should have to spend eternity smothered underground.  Let's burn
	them.”

	
	Leanin put a hand on Gideon's
	shoulder.  “We're behind as it is, we'll only lose time.  And
	besides, they're already mostly bone.  There's not much left to
	burn.  Let's just take them down and move on.”

	
	They cut the bodies down and
	stacked them away from the road, away from where they could be used
	as a threat or warning.  Gideon carefully removed the infant
	skeleton and arranged it in the crook of the mother's arm.  
	

	
	Soon they were back on the
	track, riding as quickly as they dared over the dusty plains.  It
	was a flat ride, though they still had to be vigilant about
	scattered debris.  They passed through the remnants of old towns,
	built back before the necessity for the bubbles, where abandoned
	buildings were left to slowly rot themselves into the ground.  Some
	of the brick and stone buildings still held the general form of a
	house, the wooden ones had by and large fallen to the ground.  
	

	
	When the light was low enough
	Leanin signaled and they set up camp in the remnants of an old
	library.  The shape was well made, four walls still stood, though
	the roof had long since caved in.  Scattered mouse-eaten books made
	for a spongy, somewhat soft floor.  They set the tent up and lit a
	small fire with the remnants of the long forgotten literary
	collection.  
	

	
	“I don't care that she's
	not a virgin anymore,” Gideon said suddenly.  “I just
	want her back.”

	
	Leanin stirred the fire, kicking
	up sparks.  “People make a big deal out of a lot of things
	that aren't.  I'm not a virgin.  I lost mine to an older man who I
	thought loved me.  Turned out he just loved fourteen year old girls.
	 I found a stash of girls' panties in his room.  He had keepsakes
	from every virginity he'd taken.  The only thing that matters is
	that you get her back safe,” she said, "and that you're
	happy."  Her eyes moved over the rough scar tissue on his
	hands.  The fight with Malakir had left a mark that would last a
	long time.  
	

	
	Though she would never admit it,
	Leanin sometimes felt that her own life had ended when Jenny was
	taken.  It wasn't fair, the hand that they had been dealt.  She
	watched Gideon clearing aside the molding debris while he set up the
	tent.  Most of the books on the ground had been so damaged by the
	years of acid rain that they were little more than imprints on the
	ground below them, but they cleared aside easy enough.  
	

	
	She threw what was salvageable
	of an old bookcase on top of the fire.  It wasn't right that if
	everyone only got one life to live some people could get such a shit
	end of it.  People like Gideon and her, people who had experienced
	trauma large enough to shape an entire life, they didn't get to
	settle down and find someone nice to grow old with.  She brushed
	aside the thought and stretched out their sleeping mats next to the
	fire, laying down on one.

	
	Gideon lay next to her and
	closed his eyes.  His face was hard, tense, lined in a way that
	wouldn't come naturally until he was much older.  Leanin traced
	those lines with her eyes and moved closer to him.  Their shoulders
	touched, and he turned and put his arm gently around her.  When she
	held a hand up to his face, the lines seemed to fade, if only a
	little.  “Who are you thinking I am?”  She asked in a
	whisper.

	
	His eyes opened.  They were
	lying together, arm in arm, their bodies touching, warm, breathing
	in time with each other.  She smelled so clean, so fresh, even after
	a long day of riding.

	
	“You can imagine I'm her,”
	Leanin said.  Her fingers traced around his ear and down the curve
	of his jaw.  The wind howled through the empty windows of the
	library.  “I'll hold you and you can pretend a while.”

	
	Their foreheads touched as they
	leaned against each other, the fire crackling warm.  With eyes
	closed their lips found each other.  It was an explosion of
	opposites; soft and gentle yet pressured firmly from both sides;
	wanting and repelling and needing and regretting each other within
	the same grasping moment.  They pulled away only to spring back
	together, their hands flustered about each other's bodies.

	
	“Stop,”  Gideon
	said.  Swallowing hard, he held his hands up and shut his eyes.

	
	Leanin stood quickly and walked
	out of the shell of the library into the remnants of the town.  The
	sky above was turning dark, storm clouds rumbling toward them
	quickly.  For a moment, just a single moment and no longer, she saw
	all the broken buildings around her as whole.  People were walking
	around, on their way to the market, sitting on steps and laughing at
	nothing in particular, cautioning their children to behave, waving
	to friends and neighbors.  Then Gideon's footsteps thumped loudly
	behind her and the image fell back to ruin.

	
	“Leanin, why are you
	helping me?”  Gideon said to her back.

	
	She willed the vision of that
	lively town back, but the buildings never changed from the broken
	down heaps they were.  “There's nothing else for me.  Do you
	know what I've been doing since Jenny killed herself?  Going around
	to everyone who had anything to do with her trafficking and killing
	them.  I've got nothing else to do but bloody my hands.  There's no
	substance to a life like that.”  
	

	
	The rain came then, little drops
	at first sizzling on their necks, and they ran back to the library
	and ducked into the tent.  Little red blisters raised on their skin
	where the rain had hit them.

	
	“Take off your shirt,”
	Gideon said.  After a moment's hesitation Leanin turned away and
	pulled her shirt off, leaving her bra on.  “I have some salve
	that should help these.”

	
	He was very gentle with her,
	applying the salve with his fingertips in little circles around the
	rising blisters.  She gasped when he touched her, the salve bitterly
	cold.  Goosebumps raised and caused her to shiver as he finished
	with the last of the sores.

	
	“Will you do me?” he
	asked, holding out a small metal tin of salve.  She nodded and
	rubbed the ointment into his skin, her hands sliding along his back
	and shoulders, feeling the hard muscles underneath.  The rain
	bounced harmlessly off of the treated tent fabric.  “Do you
	think we'll be able to ride tomorrow?”  Gideon asked.

	
	They lay down in the tent while
	the light pitter patter of rain fell outside.  “The storm will
	probably clear up tonight, I would think,” Leanin said. 
	"Though if it pools were fucked."

	
	There was not much else for the
	two of them to do, so they fell asleep on opposite sides of the
	tent.  When they woke they discovered that in the night they had
	cradled against each other, holding one another.  They got dressed
	without saying a word.
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	Chapter Eight

	
	

	

	
	Algernia was a coastal city,
	pushed as far to the edge of land as possible without falling into
	the ocean.  Its buildings were weather-stripped white before the
	bubble was built over it, afterwords all the architects had simply
	followed form, giving the whole bubble a milky, cloud-like
	appearance.  Beyond Algernia's bubble the ocean raged green and
	black, foaming where it crashed against the coastline.  They parked
	their motorcycles and changed their money in silence before walking
	into the city.

	
	“Doesn't it seem like
	we've done this before?”  Gideon said suddenly.  They were in
	a residential area, the houses small one and two bedroom buildings
	with open windows.  “We find the red light district, find our
	guy, he's already sold her to someone else, so we move on to the
	next stop on the track.”

	
	Leanin put a hand on Gideon's
	shoulder and he shrugged her off.  “When I tracked Jenny it
	was like that.  It got to the point where I wondered if I should
	just give up.”

	
	“I'm not there, Leanin. 
	Don't suggest it.”  He walked away from her down the street.

	
	She caught up with him and
	grabbed his shoulder.  “I didn't mean to offend, Gideon, I was
	just trying to relate.”

	
	Gideon wiped his face with the
	palm of his hand and he clenched his jaw.  “I don't need to
	relate to you," he said, his voice low and menacing.  "Rolanda
	isn't Jenny, okay?  They're not the same person, stop trying to make
	them be.”  Her eyes closed quickly and Gideon sighed, his
	anger had been quick to rise and quick to fade.  “I'm sorry.”
	 He rubbed his thumb and forefinger along the ridge of his nose.  “I
	shouldn't get mad at you.”  Across the street a child ran
	giggling away from them, kicking a ball far out in front of him and
	chasing after it.  “Sometimes I think that I really did die in
	that grave and that all of this is some sort of punishment for me.”

	
	“What grave?” 
	Leanin asked.

	
	Gideon sighed.  His face was
	drawn taught, the corners of his eyes and mouth pursed together. 
	“When they first grabbed Rolanda I was there.  We were right
	outside her parents house, sneaking off to be together.” 
	Gideon's eyes were far away.  "I was helping her out of the
	window and then they were right behind us, dressed in black.  When
	they said that they were taking her I thought they were kidding, but
	one of them reached out and snatched her.  I tried to fight them but
	they overpowered me, taking her and beating me unconscious.  I woke
	up wrapped in a sheet and buried six feet underground.  I had to
	claw my way back to the surface.  I still dream of it some nights.”

	
	“What about her parents?”

	
	“When I got out of the
	grave I went back to the house.  It was burned to the ground.  The
	peace officers said that they found two skeletons in the wreckage,
	most likely it was her mother and father.”  Tears sprang to
	his eyes.  He had tried not to think of that night in anything but a
	clinical, this-is-what-happened way.  
	

	
	Leanin placed a hand on his
	shoulder.  He didn't shrug it off this time.  "We'll get her
	back, Gideon."

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	The red light district was on
	the far edge of the city close to the seashore.  It was right on the
	inside of the edge of the glass, the bubble ended where the ocean
	began.  Greasy green waves lapped up against the glass, leaving a
	scummy film.  The ocean expanded out from there, a great blue-green
	desert.  Massive islands of discolored trash floated out on the
	horizon.  “I've never seen the ocean before,” Gideon
	said.  “It's beautiful.”

	
	The red light district was an
	outdoor market, the women leaning up against the sides of buildings
	as a few men strutted with their hands in their pockets, feeling
	here and there as though testing the ripeness of a fruit.  People
	haggled prices openly.  Many of the women had deep wrinkles and
	sores that they covered with heavy amounts of makeup.  Some were
	missing teeth.  All had a faraway and disinterested look, bored
	almost.

	
	Gideon approached a woman
	wearing a large trench coat that was propped open, she was naked
	underneath it, one arm tucked behind her.  Her breasts sagged and
	her stomach bulged out in a pouch of wrinkled skin, her pubic hair
	untrimmed, her legs translucent pale, showing the blue purple
	network of veins running through them.  “It's twenty and I'll
	give you all I got,” she said to him.  "I work hard."

	
	“What's your name?” 
	Gideon asked.

	
	“Twenty,” she
	repeated and held out her hand.  Gideon put a bill in it and she
	slipped it in her coat.

	
	“Well, Twenty, I need to
	find a man,” Gideon said.  
	

	
	“There should be some
	walking around here.  Felipe's a friend, he'll treat you right.”
	 She coughed into her sleeve, a wet and rasping sound that went on
	too long.  When the spasm was over she wiped red from her lips.  
	

	
	“I don't mean like that. 
	Do you know Shelton Wainswick?  I need to talk to one of his girls.”
	 
	

	
	She sniffed and wiped at her
	nose.  “He's got a place down on Broadway, Behind the Veil,
	but I don't think they keep the girls there.”  One of her
	scabs peeled up and she picked at it, flicking bits of skin away
	from her.  A little trickle of blood came from the now open sore. 
	Gideon fought down his revulsion.  
	

	
	“What do you mean?”
	Leanin asked.

	
	She brought her other hand out
	from behind her jacket, and they saw why she kept it hidden.  Her
	hand had flesh that was rotted off it, exposing bone and brown dying
	muscle underneath, she clutched at a little metal pipe and poured a
	brown powder into it.  It didn't seem like the hand would be able to
	let go of the pipe, none of the muscles looked like they moved. 
	“It's a stroke joint.  They got a shooting gallery there too,
	but they're in two separate rooms.”

	
	“So they don't prostitute
	there?”  Gideon asked, tearing his eyes from the necrotic arm
	before him.

	
	Twenty lit the pipe and blew a
	sweet smelling smoke up into the air before smiling at him.  “You're
	kind of stupid, aren't you?  That's sweet, in a way.”  Her
	dead hand never shifted position on the pipe, she moved her mouth to
	it, not the other way around.  “It's a live show, the girls
	get fucked on camera and it's projected into the place on Broadway. 
	The peeps get to watch and yank themselves off.”  She laughed
	a little.  “I used to do that.  It's a hell of a lot better
	gig than being out here, that's for sure.”  She lit the pipe
	again.

	
	“What is that you're
	taking?” Leanin asked.

	
	Twenty's eyelids were beginning
	to drift down and some of the lines on her face relaxed.  “Krok.
	 It's easy to make, I can show you if you want some.  You just need
	some cold pills and cleaners.”   Giggling like a schoolgirl
	she pulled the jacket on her pipe hand up past the elbow.  The bone
	was completely exposed, dirty white, the muscles dry and brown where
	they were falling away from it.  “It makes you feel great, but
	there are a few side effects.  I have to hide it if I want any
	clients.  You can touch it if you want, it doesn't hurt.”

	
	Twenty slid down the wall, a
	little smile on her face, her eyelids almost completely closed.

	
	“We can't leave her here
	like this,” Gideon said.  
	

	
	“I'll be fine, I'm flying
	now,” Twenty said.

	
	“You're not worried about
	being mugged?”  Leanin asked.

	
	“What do I have for them
	to take?”  She laughed and coughed again, more red coming up
	wet on her lips.  "They've got it all already."

	
	There was nothing else to do, so
	they left her there, lightly sleeping, after Gideon tucked a few
	more credits into her jacket.   
	

	
	Behind the Veil was one of the
	very few non-white buildings in Algernia.  It was a light grey, hang
	dog, lump of a building with no windows.  There were two doors with
	a sign above each.  On one, a woman winking in bold neon lit up the
	front, on the other a neon red cross shone like a gravestone. 
	Outside the door groups of men stood around smoking cigarettes under
	the unblinking eye of a security camera.  A man in a suit stood
	between the doors, though he barely looked at them as they passed by
	into the door under the woman.

	
	There was a very particular
	smell that greeted them when they entered, a combination of sweat
	and beer and semen.  Little tables littered the floor and a single
	man sat at each one, only one couple shared a table.  Waitresses
	walked around and served drinks, though they stood with quite some
	distance from the patrons.  On each little table a small computer
	screen glowed blue.

	
	On one side of the room a fifty
	foot tall projector screen displayed a red headed woman naked on all
	fours as a middle aged man thrust himself into her from behind.  He
	was sweating profusely, the liquid dripping through his salt and
	pepper goatee down onto the woman's back.  The camera zoomed in on
	her face and she turned away, only to have the old man grab her head
	and force her back toward the camera.  She tried to smile.

	
	Gideon and Leanin took a table
	together and ordered a few drinks.  The table next to them had an
	elderly man with a white head of hair grabbing furtively at his
	crotch.  
	

	
	“I think Twenty was
	right,” Leanin said.  “They don't keep any of the women
	here.  We'll have to talk to a waitress, see if any of them know
	where they stay.”

	
	The man on the projector screen
	stopped as he was handed a note from off camera.  “Alright
	gentlemen,” he said, ducking down into the frame, “it
	looks like the votes are in and you want to see me finish on this
	pretty little peach's face.  We aim to please at the Veil.”

	
	The man grabbed her red hair and
	pulled her up and around on the bed, standing over her, forcing her
	face up and her mouth open.  Gideon turned away until the screen
	faded to black.

	
	Leanin stood.  “I'm going
	to go see if I can't find a waitress to talk to, I don't really want
	to watch this."

	
	Gideon studied the crowd.  It
	seemed as though there were only patrons and waitresses here, no one
	dressed in the finery that would convey an owner.  
	

	
	“Hello,” a voice
	called out.  His heart leaped in his chest and he snapped his head
	around, he recognized the sweet and melodious tremor of that voice. 
	Standing, he looked around the place.  She was here.  “My name
	is Venus," the voice continued, "and I am here to fulfill
	all your desires.”

	
	Gideon's mouth dropped in horror
	as he realized where the voice was coming from.  Rolanda was
	projected on the screen wearing a thin red pair of panties and a bra
	that lifted her breasts and pressed them together.  Her hair was
	tinted purple at the tips, her face made up heavily in a way she
	never would have back in Cormac, her eyelashes tinged a light green
	and her lips ruby red.  Still, it was her.  Gideon placed a hand on
	the table to keep from falling over.  
	

	
	"Sit down, asshole, I can't
	see the screen," one of the patrons behind him said.  Gideon
	allowed himself to fall back in his chair.

	
	A man entered the screen from
	the left, completely naked.  He had chest hair that was grey and a
	gut that sagged down and almost covered his small erection.  Much of
	the hair on his head was gone, what little he had was pulled back
	into a ponytail and his cheeks sagged and were covered with a few
	days growth of scraggly beard.

	
	“Rolanda, run,”
	Gideon whispered quietly.  He couldn't move, his legs were numb and
	his arms felt heavy.  His breath began coming in quick pants, he
	felt like he was being buried again.  Everything about him was cold.

	
	The old man kissed Rolanda on
	the neck and shoulders, his sausage finger hands trailing over her
	delicate body.  Her eyes were blank and far away as he kissed her on
	the mouth.  Kneading and kissing her breasts he slipped her panties
	down to her ankles.  After a moment he turned and said to the
	camera, “Alright, ladies and gentlemen, it's time to vote on
	what you'd like to see me do to this young starlet.”

	
	The screen on the center of the
	table lit up with a list of sexual positions.  Bile rose in the back
	of Gideon's throat, he couldn't bring himself to read the choices.

	
	“And the votes are in and
	it looks like Venus here is going to get a face fucking!”  He
	grabbed at the top of her head and pushed her down onto her knees.

	
	As the wet sound of gagging
	began to echo through the place Gideon turned away.  His stomach
	soured, he knew that as long as he lived he would never get that
	sound out of his mind.  This was torture, what had he done to
	deserve this?  His fists clenched tightly as the floor swooned under
	him, he would kill whoever was responsible for this.

	
	An arm tugged at Gideon. 
	“That's her, isn't it?”  Leanin said, pulling him up out
	of the seat.  “You look like hell, let's get out of here. 
	I've got the address.”

	
	Gideon couldn't stop himself, he
	looked one last time on their way to the exit and immediately wished
	he hadn't.  The old man was giving the camera a thumbs up and a
	smile while Rolanda's mascara ran down her cheeks.

	
	As they exited the bar Gideon
	lost control of his stomach and began to vomit thick chunks of dried
	beef.  Leanin rubbed his back as he heaved again and again.  “They
	ruined her,” he gasped.

	
	Leanin patted him on the back. 
	“Don't say that.  She's still your Rolanda, people don't get
	ruined.  Rugs get ruined.  People just need help to deal with the
	stuff that's happened to them.”

	
	Gideon stood, his legs were
	shaking.  “I won't be able to look at her without seeing
	that.”

	
	“Let's worry about mending
	your relationship after we get her out of there.  The bartender told
	me where the girls are kept, it's not too far from here.  The
	important thing is to get her out of there alive.”

	
	They hurried down side streets
	and up alleys, Gideon barely noticed them passing, he just knew he
	had to keep moving.  Finally Leanin stopped them outside of a
	wrought iron fence.  “This should be it,” Leanin said,
	breathing heavily.  The house spiked out of the ground on a hill
	above them, caged on all sides by the rusting fence.  The corners of
	the house rose up into the air in great spires, the windows on the
	ground floor were all boarded up, the entire thing seemed less like
	a house and more like a lair.  
	

	
	“It looks so empty,”
	Gideon said.

	
	“Empty?  Yes, it does,
	doesn't it?”  A voice came from behind them both.  “And
	desolate.  But what else did you expect?”

	
	“Who are you?” 
	Leanin asked, pulling a knife out from behind her waist.  She
	pressed it up against the figure's chest.

	
	The figure was heavily robed in
	a black hood and cowl, hunched over in the shadows.  He reached a
	skeletal hand up and lowered his hood.  “I go by a great many
	names.  I believe you know me as Akem.”  The angled and smooth
	face smiled at Gideon.

	
	“Akem!”  Gideon
	said.  “What are you doing here?”

	
	The smile never faltered, in the
	shadows it gave his face a hollow and skull-like appearance.  “I
	like to look after a good investment,” he said, placing a hand
	lightly on Gideon's shoulder.  He pulled the hood back up over his
	head, leaving the sharp toothed smile exposed and the beady black
	eyes glinting from the shadows.  “You should tell your friend
	to lower her knife.”

	
	Leanin was standing rigidly
	still, the blade naked in her hand.  “Is he a friend?” 
	she asked.

	
	Akem frowned and tilted his head
	toward Gideon.  “I don't know.   Am I a friend to you?”

	
	Gideon stepped forward and
	pushed aside Leanin's knife.  “He's one of the few who has
	helped me thus far.  You can trust him.”

	
	Leanin lowered the knife, but
	did not sheath it.  
	

	
	“How goes your quest thus
	far?”  Akem asked, the joy in his eyes mirroring the width of
	his smile.  
	

	
	The house loomed above them all
	and a light turned on in a second story window.  “Rolanda is
	here," Gideon said.  "We're just trying to figure out a
	way to get inside and break her out.”

	
	Akem was quiet for a moment. 
	Looking up at the house his eyes danced like he was looking into a
	living flame.  “Are you sure you want to go in there?”

	
	“We need to,” Gideon
	said, his voice catching before he repeated it more forcefully.  “I
	need to.”

	
	Akem smiled and turned to
	Leanin.  She held her body at an angle toward him, one leg forward,
	her knife pointed to the ground but gripped tightly.  “And
	you, young lady?  What is your stake here?”

	
	Leanin swallowed hard, suddenly
	reluctant to say anything at all into those small and hard cut eyes.
	 She shook away the fear that had settled along her spine.  “I
	am helping a friend, and if he needs to go in then I will follow.”

	
	“Then let's just walk
	inside.  I can take you, I know the owner of the place.  Leave your
	guns here, if they see you with them they'll know you are a threat.”
	 Akem took them both by the hands with surprising strength and
	pulled them forward through the gate and up the walkway to the
	house.

	
	Gideon's jaw dropped as he hid
	his weapon down at the base of the gate.  “You do?  Can you
	help us get her free?”

	
	Akem turned and held his hand
	softly.  They were smooth hands, pampered and lotioned to a point
	where the lines across the palm were imperceptible, and they burned
	with a strange heat.  “That I can.  I am sure that I can get
	you a good deal, too.”

	
	A rush of euphoria gripped
	Gideon; the weight of the miles they had traveled, the horrible
	things he had seen, the pain he had endured, it all evaporated in
	this single, angelic moment of relief.  He finally was getting close
	to Rolanda.  His breath quickened and his heart raced.  “Akem,
	I mean it.  If you can help me get Rolanda back, I don't care what
	it takes, I'll owe you whatever you want.  Don't forget that.”

	
	Akem laughed, a low and soft
	sound, like silk across stone.  “Oh, don't worry.  What's that
	old saying?  'The devil is nothing if not a good bookkeeper.' 
	Follow me.”

	
	He pushed open the wrought iron
	gate and pulled them up the front steps, his feet moving nimbly
	across the rocky path.  At the front door he didn't knock, he just
	pulled the heavy oak doors open and stood aside for the two of them
	to enter.

	
	The house was comfortably
	furnished with overstuffed couches and chairs, dirty dishes left on
	tables and half drunk glasses of wine scattered about on coasters,
	but no one was there.  They passed through a hallway with painted
	portraits on one side and a dining room with places set but no food
	out, eventually turning a corner and walking up a creaking
	staircase.  Gideon thought he could hear a low moan behind one of
	the doors they passed, but Akem pulled him by the arm forward.  At
	the end of the second floor hallway they stopped at a door and Akem
	stood beside it, folding his hands into his sleeves.

	
	“I think you'll find what
	you're looking for through here.”

	
	Gideon jumped forward but found
	himself pulled back and away by Leanin.  “This doesn't seem
	right,” she hissed into his ear, her eyes wide with concern,
	“It's been too easy getting in here, and where is everyone?  I
	don't know that I trust this friend of yours.”

	
	Gideon pushed her away.  “I
	trust Akem.  He's helped me before, he's the reason we got this far.
	 Because of him I've never been closer to finishing this.”

	
	He threw open the wooden door. 
	The room was sparse inside, just an unmade mattress and a few flood
	lights in the corners illuminating it, a camera to one side with a
	little computer screen that displayed the suggestions the patrons
	chose down at the bar.  Rolanda lay on the mattress like some tossed
	away used tissue, her body pale and naked, her ribs showing through
	her skin and running streaks of mascara under her eyes.  Little wet
	spots dotted the mattress beside her.

	
	“Rolanda,” Gideon
	whispered.  For a moment he wondered whether she were dead, her eyes
	were very flat and very far away, but then she stirred.  
	

	
	“Gideon?” she asked,
	sitting up.  Her hair was sticking together in clumps, but she
	sprang up and ran into his arms when she saw him.  Her embrace was
	skeletal and hard as she gripped at him fiercely before stepping
	back and glancing at Akem.  “What are you doing with Shelton?”

	
	There was a sound of doors
	clicking open and boots rushing into the hall.  Soldiers wearing
	black masks and carrying long truncheons marched inside, surrounding
	them.  At the forefront Akem stood smiling.  “I did tell you I
	was a man known by many names.”
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	Chapter Nine

	
	

	

	
	Rolanda moved behind Gideon,
	clutching at him, as he stood wide eyed trying to get a handle on
	the situation.  Leanin was pushed over to them by one of the
	soldiers, she stuck her chin out defiantly at them when she regained
	her balance.  “I told you I didn't trust him.”

	
	“Gideon, by the look on
	your face I have to assume that you are holding a sizable amount of
	hatred toward me," Akem said, spreading his arms wide.  "I
	have to tell you, it's mostly unwarranted.  I have helped you along
	this little quest of yours the entire way."  He took a step
	towards them.  The soldiers around him followed suit.  "Moreover,"
	he continued, "I'm willing to give you exactly what you want. 
	Rolanda can go home with you right now, and all I want from you is a
	slight return for all the favors I have given you.”

	
	Gideon was very still, his eyes
	level as Rolanda shook behind him.  Her fingernails bit into his
	arms painfully, but he barely registered the feeling.  The soldiers
	were still and hard as statues, he knew that he had no chance of
	fighting his way out of here, especially without his pistol.  “What
	is it you want?”

	
	Akem held up a bony finger.  “I
	have to have an even balance sheet.  You can take Rolanda here, who
	has made me a bit of money and been a nice incentive for you to
	wreak a little havoc on my competitors, as long as you leave the
	other one here for me.”  Akem stepped toward Leanin and ran a
	finger down her face.  “I once had a girl come through my
	employ that looked remarkably like you.  She was a fighter, if I
	remember correctly.  It took quite a lot to break her.”

	
	Leanin paled and swayed visibly,
	her eyes darting to the sides.  She swallowed hard and balled her
	hands up into fists.  Gideon stepped away from her, shielding
	Rolanda with his body.

	
	He looked between the two women.
	 Rolanda was rocking back and forth, very pale, her skin hanging off
	her bones.  Leanin looked hard, her muscles tensed and the look of a
	caged animal in her eyes.

	
	“I accept,” he said.
	 The words hung in the stillness of the air as Akem smiled.  Leanin
	hunched over, her body tense, her breathing going faster and faster.
	 Gideon took off his jacket and put it around Rolanda.  Akem
	motioned to his men and they stepped aside as the two of them walked
	out.  
	

	
	They left Leanin alone in that
	room, black masked soldiers all around her.  She was as tight as
	steel, but the soldiers didn't move for her yet.

	
	“How does it feel?” 
	Akem asked, standing back from her.  “It looks like Gideon
	didn't really care for you except in how it furthered his own
	desires.  Your eyes look so sad and so scared, it's quite marvelous.
	 There's a slight look of confusion in your eye.  You didn't expect
	him to give you up that easily, did you?”  He smiled. 
	“Wonderful.  Just wonderful.”

	
	At a signal from Akem, the
	soldiers around Leanin closed swiftly, grabbing her from all sides. 
	As they held her he stepped close, so close she could smell the
	rotten sulfur stench of his breath.  He patted her breasts and her
	backside as though she were nothing more than a cow he was
	purchasing.  “It is always the worst for those who have an
	inner strength, and I see in you quite a strength.  We shall have to
	work quite hard to break you.  I hope my men are up to the task.”

	
	The soldiers cracked their
	knuckles and grabbed at their crotches.  Akem walked to one who was
	standing near the back.  “Cyrus, I trust you'll see that she
	breaks, and breaks hard.”

	
	Akem took one last look at her
	before he closed the door on the room, leaving them alone.

	
	The man called Cyrus stepped
	forward and grabbed her small breast hard.  Her own reflection
	glinted back at her in the mirrored gaze of the soldier's mask. 
	Even to herself she looked small, and frightened.  There were five
	of them and one of her, she didn't exactly like those odds.  Nothing
	in the room looked like it could be used as a weapon.

	
	Cyrus pulled the zipper on her
	shirt down, exposing the pale flesh underneath.  He held the
	truncheon up to her face.  At the end of the long metal rod there
	was a half circle of metal with two anodized points.  Cyrus clicked
	a button and a mean looking electric arc crackled from point to
	point.  Standing straight, she tried to appear nonthreatening.  He
	set the truncheon down and placed his hands on her bare skin.  
	

	
	It was all the opening she
	needed.  She threw herself down toward the hard metal baton and
	wrapped her fingers around it, swinging it wide in an arc, catching
	one of them in the knee with the little flash of electricity.  The
	others descended on her quickly, raining down blows with their fists
	and feet.  
	

	
	She brought her arms up over her
	head, trying to protect her face while holding on to her own
	truncheon, pulling her knees up to cover her insides as they
	pummeled her mercilessly.  If there were only one or two of them she
	would have stood a chance, as it were, with five of them barreling
	down on her, things looked grim.

	
	The sound of gunshots came from
	the hallway, attracting their attention.  The soldiers turned toward
	the sound and Leanin reacted, swinging the flat side of the
	truncheon down onto the neck of the closest one.  An electric arc
	lit up and all her muscles contracted at once in a blinding,
	brilliant pain.  Within a moment gunshots rang out again and the
	pain ended.

	
	Gideon was alone, standing at
	the doorway with both his and Leanin's revolvers in his hands,
	slinging hot lead with a snarl on his face.  Leanin struck out with
	her club and soon the rest of the soldiers fell.  Grabbing her hand,
	he pulled her onto her feet and they ran from the place as quickly
	as they could.

	
	Hidden in an alley a few blocks
	away Rolanda sat shivering under a moldy blanket covered in stains. 
	When they turned the corner and stopped running, Gideon grabbed hold
	of Leanin and pulled her into a hug.  
	

	
	“I came back as soon as
	Rolanda was safe.”

	
	Leanin pushed him away from her.
	 “You traded my life for hers.”  She was still holding
	the electric truncheon in her fist, the anodized tips quivering.  
	

	
	Gideon spread his arms wide. 
	“Can't you see that was the only way?  I had to get her out
	first.  She wasn't in any position to fight like you.”

	
	Leanin was breathing heavily,
	her lips curled into a snarl.  An electric arc jumped between the
	points on the truncheon and she stabbed it into Gideon's chest,
	pushing it deep into his flesh.  His body jumped and danced, his
	arms flailing in spasms, and then he fell at her feet.  Leanin spit
	on his upturned body and turned on her heel, running away into the
	night.
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	Chapter Ten

	
	

	

	
	Gideon woke to Rolanda sitting
	over him, looking down.  Her eyes were wide and her hair formed a
	curtain around him.  His entire body hurt as he sat up.

	
	“Is Leanin gone?” he
	asked.

	
	Rolanda nodded.  She still sat
	with the moldy blanket curled around her.  Looking around, Gideon
	could see they were still in the alleyway.

	
	“How long was I out for?”

	
	“Awhile.  You looked
	peaceful sleeping,” Rolanda said in a dreamy, fluid way.

	
	Gideon sprang to his feet,
	wincing, and looked each way down the alley.  “Damn it
	Rolanda, we've got to be going!”  His head was pounding and
	his chest burned from where Leanin had shocked him.  "We've got
	to get out of here, fast.  Akem may already be looking for us."

	
	“I need a shower first,”
	Rolanda said.

	
	He wrapped the blanket around
	her into a makeshift dress and pulled her out of the alley toward
	where his motorcycle was stashed.  “We need to leave this
	place.  We'll get you a shower later.”

	
	Rolanda stopped and threw away
	his hand.  “No, Gideon.  I always take a shower after.  It has
	to be done.”  She crossed her arms.  They were standing in the
	middle of the street, it wasn't like there were a lot of people
	around but neither were they alone.  Gideon forced himself to stop
	and take a deep breath.  
	

	
	“Rolanda, this is not a
	game.  This is life or death, we have to get out of here.”

	
	Closing her eyes and turning her
	head away, she crossed her arms.  “I get to take a shower when
	I'm done.  Those are the rules.”

	
	His lip curled into a sneer. 
	Standing like a petulant child, she pointedly ignored him, the rag
	of a blanket barely covering her nudity.  Forcing himself to take a
	deep breath, he stopped.  “Okay, fine.  We'll find a house
	close to the bikes and be quiet about it.  You have to go fast
	though.”

	
	Rolanda dropped her hands and
	smiled, giving him a kiss on his cheek.  
	

	
	They found a house with all of
	the lights off near where Gideon's motorcycle was parked.  In the
	backyard Gideon turned on the hose, holding one end up so that
	Rolanda could wash under the cold stream of water.  An old shirt and
	pair of pants swung forgotten on a laundry line and Rolanda slipped
	them on.

	
	“Can we go now?”
	Gideon asked, unable to mask his irritation and impatience.

	
	“How do I look?” 
	She said, spreading her arms into a pose.  The shirt was a torn
	black t-shirt with the name of a local bar on it and the pants had
	holes in the knees.  Gideon didn't say a word, he just grabbed her
	arm and dragged her towards his bike.

	
	Leanin's motorcycle was gone,
	her spot empty, the only remnant of her was a little pool of engine
	oil that shone in the streetlight.  It may have seemed unimportant,
	but he had hoped to catch her, to be able to explain.  She had to
	see reason, she just had to.  
	

	
	“What are you staring at?”
	Rolanda asked.  
	

	
	Gideon said nothing, instead
	strapping his own helmet on her head.  It was too large, they had to
	bunch up her hair inside to make it fit.  A scarf wrapped around his
	own face was his only protection, it wasn't much but if it started
	raining it might mean the difference between life and death for him.
	 It wasn't like they had time to buy a new helmet.

	
	He checked his map, looking for
	anyplace close that they could get a little more situated before
	trying to put serious miles between themselves and Akem.  A few
	hours north there was a small bubble named Elmar, off the track.  It
	would have to do.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Gideon cursed the growing clouds
	overhead as he raced along the road.  The ocean was to his left, the
	stink of it wafting over him.  Rolanda seemed to have forgotten to
	stay still on the back of the motorcycle, she was waving her hands
	this way and that, causing the bike to swerve dangerously.  He tried
	to ignore it but when she suddenly shouted out with happiness he
	took a hill too fast and his front wheel briefly left the ground. 
	It was only dumb luck that he was able to keep the bike under
	control.

	
	It began to rain in the last
	mile before Elmar.  The scarf took the brunt of the burning drops of
	water, he kept his eyes squinted so that nothing could get in and do
	serious damage.  When they pulled into the port of Elmar he brought
	out a bottle of water and poured it over his face, flushing out his
	eyes.  He could still feel little pins and pricks burning him where
	the scarf hadn't covered, but the coolness of the clean water
	helped.  His skin felt raw.  
	

	
	“Save some for me,”
	Rolanda said when she pulled off her helmet.  Her smile was wide and
	her eyes were manic.  “That was fun!  Can we go for another
	ride soon?”

	
	Gideon's face throbbed and he
	closed his eyes for a moment.  “Rolanda, I almost went blind
	doing that run, do you not even see that?”

	
	With her fingertips she pulled
	her smile down at the corners.  “In the wind all the spiders
	got blown from my hair, they couldn't hold on.”

	
	Gideon brushed his fingers
	through her hair.  “What spiders?  What are you talking
	about?”

	
	“You can't see them, but
	they'll catch up soon.”  She squatted down in the dirt while
	Gideon packed the motorcycle into one of the parking cubbies.  When
	he came out she had drawn a little portrait of herself.

	
	“What are you doing?”
	 Gideon asked.  “We have to get going, we have to find a place
	to stay.”

	
	“I'm drawing a picture so
	that I'll know I was here.  Pretty little picture, pretty little
	life.  I existed.”

	
	Gideon sat down next to her. 
	She looked like Rolanda, she had the long sweeping golden locks of
	hair, the high proud cheekbones, the same curve of her breasts and
	waist, but something had changed.  Before all this happened when he
	would look into her eyes there was a quiet intensity, a reserved and
	deeply intelligent curiosity about the world around her, they were
	so sharp it was sometimes hard to look at them straight on.  Now
	something was slanted, opaque within them.  He found himself
	thinking that Leanin would never have allowed herself to be changed
	in that way.  People that strong broke the world, not the other way
	around.  Gideon shook the thought away.

	
	“Storm's coming,”
	Rolanda said.  
	

	
	“We're under Elmar's dome,
	we should be alright.”

	
	Turning her head sideways,
	Rolanda smiled.  She stretched out her hands like a child and Gideon
	knelt and embraced her, burying his face in the crook of her neck. 
	Her smell reminded him of the flowers of Cormac, the little purple
	ones he never learned the names of.  For a moment he was transported
	back there, tapping at her window to get her to sneak out with him. 
	Rolanda petted the back of his head.  “Hush, hush.  Thunder
	can't hurt you.  It's the rain you have to worry about.  The drop
	drop drop of it wears you away until you're gone.”

	
	He allowed himself a few moments
	of comfort before he had to start thinking of what they were going
	to do next.  
	

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Gideon convinced the owner of
	the Rusty Spur Saloon to rent them the room above the bar for a
	night.  It was small, with a single mattress stained brown from
	sweat and an open shower in the corner, but it was indoors and
	secluded.  The floorboards creaked with every step they took and the
	paint on the walls was peeling away in large chunks.  
	

	
	“It smells sad,”
	Rolanda said, her nose crinkling.  
	

	
	“You can't smell sadness,
	Rolanda.  Sadness is a feeling.”  Gideon threw his bag down by
	the side of the bed and pulled out a map.  “I've got the track
	marked on here, we're going to have to avoid it at all costs if we
	hope to get back to Cormac.”  He took out a pencil and began
	tracing possible routes.  It would be hazardous no matter which
	route they took, avoiding the track meant avoiding major bubbles and
	spending their time in little, mostly forgotten about places.

	
	“You can too smell
	sadness.  It's sour, and sweaty, with a little bit of urine,”
	Rolanda said.  
	

	
	Gideon cocked an eyebrow at her
	and then ignored her, studying the lines on his map.  There was too
	much to do, he couldn't worry about her psyche just yet.

	
	With a sudden movement Rolanda
	stuck her nose into his hair and smelled him deeply.  “You've
	got the smell on you.”  She sniffed at herself.  “I
	wonder if I do too?  This whole room reeks of it.”

	
	Later that night they curled up
	on the little mattress together, sharing a bed for the very first
	time.  Her body was molded against him, perfectly enveloped in his
	embrace.  A bare blanket covered them, and the softness of her skin
	made his body react unconsciously.  He placed a hand on her breast,
	reaching under her shirt and cupping it gently.  Softly, she pulled
	his hand away and moved over on the bed.

	
	He followed her, his body awake
	and insistent, and he put an arm around her and kissed the back of
	her neck.  “Gideon, don't,” she said in a whisper. 
	Trailing an open palm across her flat stomach and down the outside
	of her thighs, he persisted.  She tried to pull away again but he
	turned her and lay on top of her, forcing her legs open with his
	knees, kissing her neck softly.  Rolanda pushed and kicked at him,
	turning until she was off the bed.  “I told you, I don't want
	it!”

	
	Gideon lay back.  His senses had
	clouded for a moment, driven by his desire.  “What's wrong
	with me?  You've been through this before with men you didn't love,
	and then when you're with the man you're supposed to love you don't
	want it?  Why not me?”

	
	Rolanda's eyes filled with
	tears.  “I didn't want the others, and I do love you.” 
	She turned to the small window and rubbed away some dirt to look out
	into the night.  “Gideon, are you still a virgin?  Have you
	waited for me?”

	
	A high flush rose in his cheeks.
	 Suddenly he wanted there to have been a thousand women before her,
	so she could feel what he felt.  He thought briefly about his night
	with Leanin, how it could have ended, and then he sighed.  “Yes,
	Rolanda, I am.”

	
	She pushed a hair behind her ear
	and turned back to him.  “Well, I'm not.  That was taken from
	me.  I don't want to have our first night together in some dirty
	room above a bar just because you have an itch that I can scratch.”

	
	They went back to
	bed again, leaving a few inches of space between themselves.  Both
	wanted to be held but neither went to comfort the other.  The sounds
	of the bar, the laughter and the music from the jukebox, played
	through the paper thin walls.  Eventually they fell asleep, alone
	and cold. 
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	Chapter Eleven

	
	

	

	
	In the morning they dressed and
	ate in silence, avoiding looking at each other.  Gideon had a route
	planned out that would take them a while to get home, but also would
	help them avoid major cities and areas that were too desolate.  They
	took a bit of time to properly outfit Rolanda with riding gear
	before loading up and heading out.  The next stop on their trip was
	a small bubble named Dagmar.

	
	Gideon found himself thankful
	that the riding was as difficult as it was.  The trail went over
	rocky terrain and down through river beds, climbing steep hills and
	through barren plains.  It took all of his concentration to stay on
	the road and moving, he was unable to think of a single other thing,
	and he was grateful for that.  He was so thankful for the riding
	that he skipped any sort of meal break and rode straight on into the
	night.

	
	The sun had gone down completely
	when he began to look for a place to camp.  He had to strain his
	eyes, the light from the front of the motorcycle only gave off a
	pale beam for him to see, and his vision was tired and blurry. 
	Everything about him ached, and that was a good thing.  He wanted to
	be so exhausted when they set down for camp that the minute he lay
	his head on the pillow he would fall asleep.

	
	Rounding a bend on a low hill
	his luck ran out; his wheel struck an unseen rock, lifting the bike
	up and off the road.  If it had been during the day he would have
	seen the obstacle and been able to avoid it easily, but it wasn't.

	
	Gideon had the momentary
	sensation of flying, his insides feeling weightless, as though time
	had simply stopped and all laws of the universe no longer applied. 
	Then gravity came rushing back and a flash of light blinded him as
	something struck the back of his head and then everything went dark.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Leanin's bike was well equipped
	to travel off-road.  Where Gideon's could go faster and had a better
	sense of balance, it did not have as high a clearance as Leanin's
	did.  After she zapped Gideon with the electric truncheon she got on
	her motorcycle and went off the beaten path, where Gideon would have
	a hard time following.

	
	She rode only a few minutes away
	before stopping and throwing her helmet down into the dirt.  Every
	fiber of her was enraged, she could have killed him for what he had
	done.  
	

	
	Eventually she calmed, taking
	several moments to just breathe.  He had come back, that was true,
	and though it had felt like ages, in reality it was probably only a
	minute or two before he came in guns blazing.  He had come up with a
	plan, a good plan, she just didn't like that she had played a part
	without knowing it.  Leaning against her motorcycle she chewed on a
	piece of dried beef.  Her anger had faded, though she still felt
	that she owed him a good hard slap across the face.

	
	After about an hour of resting
	her ears perked up at the sound of a motorcycle in the distance. 
	Though she didn't want to see him just yet the damn fool was liable
	to get himself killed without her.  She put on her helmet and kicked
	her bike to life.  
	

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Rolanda had been thrown clear,
	landing softly in the dust; the bike flew away from her and shut
	down as it hit the ground.  She laughed loudly, unable to help it. 
	Her heart was racing and her skin had gained a prickly sensation. 
	Beyond the hill a light shone and then turned off.  Cursing softly,
	a shadow walked toward her.

	
	“Hello, little shadow,”
	Rolanda said, lifting the visor of her helmet.  “I've seen you
	back there, following us.”

	
	The shadow pulled off her
	helmet, short black hair falling around a sharp face.  “Rolanda,”
	Leanin said.  “Have you told Gideon that you've seen me?”

	
	Rolanda smiled at her.  “His
	world is much too dark to see shadows.”

	
	Leanin propped up Gideon's head
	gently and undid the straps on his helmet, feeling at his neck for a
	pulse.  “Fool was asking for this to happen, riding so long
	into the night.”  Tracing a finger in the dirt, Rolanda
	shrugged.

	
	As Leanin was making him
	comfortable, taking off his shoes and balling up her jacket for a
	pillow, Gideon's eyes fluttered open.  “Leanin,” he said
	groggily, “I dreamed of you.  I hoped I would get a chance to
	explain things.”

	
	Leanin pulled out a stout little
	knife and held it against his cheek.  Gideon blinked away his
	grogginess.  “This is a warning, Gideon.  If I hear you try to
	explain things to me I'll start taking fingers off you.”  She
	sliced at his cheek, leaving a small cut that trickled out blood. 
	Gideon gasped at the sudden pain.  “Now, can you sit up?  Does
	anything feel broken?”

	
	He began moving slowly,
	stretching this way and that, testing his limbs.  “I think
	it's just bruises.  You know, aside from the bleeding cut on my
	face.”

	
	“You want another?” 
	Leanin asked, holding the knife up, her lips curled in a half smile.

	
	Gideon held out his hand for her
	to help him up.  “It's good to see you.”  Rolanda was
	busy playing with the dirt, making a little drawing of three figures
	and two motorcycles.

	
	They built a fire and sat around
	it, the three of them equidistant from each other, eating dried
	pieces of beef and staring into the flames.  Gideon kept looking
	from Rolanda to Leanin, neither of them looking back at him. 
	Rolanda was concentrating on something in her palm, her mouth moving
	silently.

	
	Was it really Rolanda there,
	sitting across the fire from him?  Gideon wasn't sure.  The woman
	had Rolanda's face, and hair, and body, but something deep inside
	had been changed.  He couldn't stop looking at her eyes, trying to
	figure out how they were different.  They had an unfocused, uneven
	quality to them, but that wasn't it, not exactly.  
	

	
	Leanin looked sharp, but she had
	ever since they first banded together.  Her jaw was angled, her
	muscles tense, even when sitting around a fire.  There was a
	dangerous sort of beauty about her, though.  Looking at her gave
	Gideon a strange little thrill in the bottom of his stomach.

	
	“Where did you go?” 
	he asked.

	
	Leanin's eyes cut to him,
	piercing in their intensity.  “I was following.  I wanted to
	think about some things.  What do you know about that Akem guy?”

	
	Gideon concentrated on the
	flickering flames before him.  He had been trying not to think of
	the man.  “A woman I talked to directed me to him, said he
	might be able to help me.  She described him as a 'fine print' sort
	of guy, but I didn't really know what she meant at the time.  He
	knew a lot, that should have tipped me off not to trust him, but I
	didn't have anything else to go on.  He was the only person helping
	me out.”

	
	Leanin picked a piece of meat
	out of her teeth.  “They all want the same thing, though. 
	It's just money to them, he'll realize that it's not economical to
	chase us.  I doubt we'll hear from him again.”

	
	“That's just it.  I don't
	know that this is
	about money.  Why go to such great lengths to play with me for
	Rolanda?  He's spanned a few different bubbles, why bother for one
	woman when he could just get another?”

	
	They sat in silence for a while,
	and then Rolanda looked up from the palm of her hand.  “Maybe
	he's a spider, letting you walk along his web.”  She bared her
	teeth and nipped toward Gideon.  “He'll get you in the end.”

	
	“What's that in your
	hand?” Leanin asked.

	
	Rolanda smiled at her.  “I
	am having a conversation with a new friend.”

	
	“Who is your new friend?”
	Gideon asked.  Rolanda opened her palm, on it sat a fat and shining
	cockroach with two antennae that twitched this way and that.  Gideon
	recoiled in disgust and walked away from the fire.

	
	“What does your friend
	have to say?”  Leanin asked, her eyes on Gideon as he stomped
	away.  
	

	
	The cockroach crawled up
	Rolanda's arm and to her neck, twitching at her skin with its
	antennae.  She giggled as it tickled her.  “Oh, lots. 
	Cockroaches always do, but none of it is terribly interesting.”

	
	“Nothing interesting?”
	 Leanin asked.

	
	“No.  He has all the
	little dreams that normal cockroaches do, little cockroach dreams of
	finding a missus cockroach and digging a neat little hole for them
	to live in.  He wants baby cockroaches to teach his little cockroach
	ways to.  It's sad, in a way.”

	
	“Sad that the cockroach is
	normal or sad that you no longer are?”  Leanin asked.  She had
	been so concerned about whether she was mad at Gideon that she
	hadn't really had time to think about Rolanda.  It wasn't going to
	be easy bringing her back from wherever she was inside.  Her face
	softened and she reached out an arm to touch her.  “Let's be
	serious here, Rolanda, you're not okay, are you?”

	
	Rolanda closed her fist quickly,
	little cockroach guts squirting out between her fingers.  “You
	look through your window and I'll look through mine.  I see just
	fine.”

	
	Leanin nodded and decided to let
	Rolanda alone for a while.   She stood and walked over to Gideon, he
	was staring out to the horizon.  The path twisted and snaked away
	from them.  The ocean framed them on one side, looking obsidian in
	the night.  “She wasn't like this before, was she?”

	
	Gideon spat into the dust. 
	“Something's changed in her.  She says things she doesn't
	mean, she doesn't really get what's going on.”  He sighed. 
	“I'm trying to understand, I really am.  She's free now, why
	wouldn't she go back to being herself?”

	
	Leanin's hands twitched.  She
	wanted to place them upon his shoulders, hold them to the back of
	his neck, intertwine her fingers in his.  There was too much
	similarity between Jenny and Rolanda, it made her want to get on the
	motorcycle and drive away.  But she had done that once before, and
	she wouldn't again.  “She'll get better.  Give her time.”

	
	Gideon turned and put his hand
	on her arm.  “I have to wonder what will happen if she
	doesn't.  What role should I play in her life?  I can't be husband
	to half a person.”  He moved closer, both of his hands were
	now touching her.  “I don't think that would be good for
	either of us.”  
	

	
	They looked each other in the
	eye, Leanin found herself trembling, her breath coming deeply. 
	“These aren't things that you can question right now.  You
	have to give her time.”  She placed her hands, palms open, on
	his chest.  “Give everything time.”

	
	Some distance away, on the other
	side of the fire, Rolanda watched the two touch each other.  Her
	eyes were still, the fire dancing in them, her face blank.

	
	Leanin pushed off Gideon's arms.
	 “Just wait and see what will happen.  There's no point in
	speculation.”

	
	That night they all shared a
	single tent, sleeping side by side.  Rolanda was in the middle,
	kicking and muttering in her sleep.  Both Leanin and Gideon stayed
	awake on either side of her, hushing and comforting her when her
	cries became too fitful.  They wouldn't look at each other.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Dagmar was two days north of
	Algernia.  Their journey brought them over mountains that cut into
	the sky, the peaks powder-topped with a yellow snow that shone in a
	dull way during the day.  They rode slowly, the snow leaving the
	ground greasy and slippery under their tires as they made their way
	through the mountain passes.  
	

	
	Dagmar itself was on the sunny
	side of one of those mountains.  The ocean glared a mean green in
	the distance and the city had been gouged out of the side of a
	mountain, the top of the bubble itself having a little glimmer of
	snow.  They parked their bikes on the outskirts, Dagmar didn't have
	cubbies for parking so they just locked them on the street.  The
	houses they passed were small but placed on large plots of land. 
	Most of them had goats and chickens wandering around their yards,
	braying and clucking at the strangers as they passed.  A few people
	sat on their porches and waved to them as they walked into town.  
	

	
	The center of the city was a
	little more concentrated, each building small, none having more than
	a second floor.  The Abrahamic 'A' was seen mounted above more than
	a few doors they passed.

	
	“What's the plan?” 
	Leanin asked.  They leaned against a wooden fence while Rolanda
	clucked at a chicken in a yard.

	
	“Long term or short term?”
	 
	

	
	“Short terms always end up
	at long term anyway, let's hear them both.”  Leanin squinted
	her eyes and looked down the road.  Dagmar was too much like home
	for her; the simple, folksy comfort that the people showed hiding an
	intolerance for anyone different than them.  Cities like Dagmar were
	the reason that her father drove Jenny to suicide, everyone knew
	everybody's secrets, and having a whore daughter wasn't something
	the man had been okay with.  She could picture him now, her father,
	on the faces of the men walking past them on the street while Gideon
	thought of his plan.  He had been a tall man, his shoulders set
	straight, the type of man who thought he knew everything despite
	never asking questions.  
	

	
	“Short term I think we
	should spend a night here, get our bearings and figure out a more
	solid long term plan.  I was hoping we'd be able to make it back
	home eventually.  It would be nice to not have to look over our
	shoulders anymore.”

	
	“Our?”  Leanin
	asked, a wry half smile on her lips.  Rolanda had wandered a little
	ways away, following where the chicken went, still clucking at it.  
	

	
	Gideon ran a hand over his hair.
	 “I had hoped we could all go back there.  Do you have any
	reason not to?”

	
	“I don't like the question
	framed like that.  Say rather, do I have any reason to
	go?”  Leanin glanced at Rolanda and then to Gideon.

	
	He opened his mouth and then
	stopped, unsure of what he really wanted to say.

	
	“They know us here.  We're
	desired,” Rolanda said, thrusting herself between the two. 
	She held a piece of paper torn from a wall.

	
	“What do you mean?  I've
	never even been here,” Gideon said.

	
	The piece of paper showed three
	photographs, one of each of them, with their names and some general
	information about them.  Both Rolanda's and Gideon's were old school
	photographs from back in Cormac; Leanin's was some sort of prison
	photo.  Across the top of the page, in large red lettering was the
	word, 'Wanted.'

	
	Gideon paled and held on to the
	fence as his knees shook.  “Charges include prostitution,
	sexual assault and battery, and human trafficking,” he read.

	
	“This is put out by the
	Dagmar peace officers,” Leanin said, pointing to a small
	shield at the bottom of the page.  “Akem's reach must be a lot
	farther than we thought.  We may never stop looking over our
	shoulders.”  Her face was strained as she looked at the paper.
	 Suddenly it felt like everyone who passed was looking at them,
	studying their faces.  “I don't think that we should stay
	here.”

	
	“I don't think that you
	should have ever come,” a voice boomed out.  A tall man in a
	crisp brown uniform stood a few feet behind them, silver star pinned
	to his breast.  In his hand he held out an electric truncheon.  From
	behind the buildings around them several men dressed in similar
	uniforms came out, each holding their own weapons.  “Now, that
	poster you're holding we received just this morning down the
	pipeline, and low and behold, I hear we have three new arrivals come
	under our dome.  This doesn't have to come to any violence, but we
	do need you three to come with us and get this all sorted out.”

	
	Leanin exploded toward the
	nearest officer, lashing out fiercely with her fist.  A loud crackle
	resounded in the air as the officer thrust his electric truncheon
	into her and she collapsed in a heap.  Gideon strained forward.

	
	“Hold, son,” said
	the tall officer, “she's not harmed, just unconscious.  Come
	peacefully with us, we don't want to do any real damage.”

	
	The words were ineffective
	compared to seeing Leanin's body splayed out, her limbs every which
	way.  Gideon threw himself at them, immediately feeling the blinding
	and paralyzing pain of the truncheon.

	
	“They always make it
	hard,” the tall officer said.  “Dungrove, you carry this
	one; Shiloh, grab the other.  I'll get the girl.”

	
	Rolanda giggled and hid her face
	in her hands.  “They're like puppets, you're pulling their
	strings.  Do you have strings?  Everyone seems to.  It's a big web
	of them.”

	
	He cocked an eye at her. 
	“You're not all there, are you?”  He shocked her with
	his truncheon and slung her limp body over his shoulder.  “Easier
	this way,” he muttered to himself.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Gideon woke on a threadbare cot
	in a damp and cold cell.  The beds folded down from the concrete
	walls, Rolanda and Leanin were still lying on theirs, tucked in
	neatly.  His head throbbed and his eyes hurt in the pulsing yellow
	light.  Outside the cell a desk sat empty, a few sheaves of paper
	scattered across it.  He stood and checked on Rolanda and Leanin,
	they were both breathing but out cold.

	
	“Hello?” he called
	out through the bars.  “Is anyone out there?”  His voice
	echoed jarringly on the bare concrete walls.  A door on the far side
	of the office opened and the slow, plodding sound of boot heels
	echoed down to him.

	
	The main officer from before
	stepped in front of the cell, sucking his teeth.  He was a
	middle-aged man, his eyelids hooded and heavy.  His face sagged, a
	sandpaper stubble clung to his cheeks.  Though he was tall he was
	thin, and his shoulders hung inward.  “What's with all the
	noise?” 
	

	
	“You can't keep us here,
	locked away like this.  There's no way those charges are true, you
	have to believe us.”

	
	He sucked his teeth again,
	making a wet raspberry sound.  “You're Gideon?  My name's
	Ishmael.  There's quite the litany of charges against you.” 
	He strung out his sentences, articulating slowly each syllable. 
	“Word down the pipeline is that you're selling these girls out
	to lonely men.  I have to say, that doesn't sit well with me.  I
	feel a man ought to respect women, we wouldn't be here without
	them.”

	
	Rolanda and Leanin were
	beginning to stir behind Gideon.  “You have to listen to me,”
	he said, “I'm trying to protect
	these women, not sell them.  That woman there, she's my fiance.  She
	got taken from me a while ago, moved from bubble to bubble and
	forced to...forced to...,”  Gideon choked up, his throat
	closing as he tried to push the words out.  He simply couldn't say
	them.

	
	“Forced to whore herself
	out,” Leanin said, joining him at the edge of the cell.

	
	Ishmael ran an eye over her
	short cut hair and leather riding jacket.  “And how exactly do
	you fit into this picture?”

	
	Leanin met his stare with a
	fierce defiance.  “I had a sister go through this when I was
	younger.  I have a bit of a soft spot for Gideon's quest.  Believe
	me, no one hates the pigs that do this more than I do.”

	
	Ishmael picked a piece of food
	out from one of his front teeth, looking over Gideon and Leanin. 
	“That's quite the tale.  There is one thing that doesn't quite
	gel.  You see, these posters came all the way from the top here in
	Dagmar.  Messenger came from Algernia, from their parliament, to our
	council.  It was all done through legitimate channels.  It ain't
	easy communicating between bubbles, nor cheap, so why would they go
	through all that trouble if you was actually trying to do right by
	these ladies?”

	
	Leanin and Gideon exchanged a
	glance, their eyes wide with fear.  “Akem must be better
	connected than we thought; if he's able to get the Algernian
	parliament to work on his behalf then we have no idea how far his
	reach actually spreads.”

	
	Ishmael spit to the side and
	cocked an eye at them.  “Akem?  Who's this now?”

	
	“I've been asking myself
	the same thing,” Leanin said.

	
	Stepping away from the bars of
	the cell, Gideon ran a hand over his hair.  “All I really know
	about the guy is that his name is Akem, or at least that's what he
	called himself to me.  I met him a little while ago, he was willing
	to help me find Rolanda for an unspecified price in the future.  He
	always showed up where I was going, eager to lend a hand, but...”
	Gideon's eyes had puffy bags under them as he looked at Leanin.  “He
	asked me to do things for him in return.  I think he might have been
	using us to disrupt some of his competition.  I can tell you a
	physical description, but I don't really know more than that.  He's
	a smaller guy, he's got these quick little black eyes that always
	creeped me out, he's got black hair and a thin frame with a thin
	mouth.  Oh, and he seems to walk with a limp.”

	
	“A limp?”

	
	Gideon shrugged.  “Yeah, I
	noticed it when I was taking Rolanda out of the last bubble.  He
	wasn't walking quite right.”

	
	Ishmael began to pace back and
	forth in front of their cell, his hands interlocked behind his back.
	 “Now,” he said quietly, talking to himself, “why
	would members of the Algernian parliament take the time to trouble
	themselves for a few runaway prostitutes and a pimp?  And why would
	the prostitutes vouch for their own pimp?  There's a stink about
	this, that's for sure.”

	
	Rolanda joined Gideon and Leanin
	at the bars.  Her hair was tussled and she yawned and wiped the
	sleep from her eyes, as though she had woken from her own bed
	without a care in the world.  
	

	
	When she came to the bars
	Ishmael stopped his pacing and stared at her, his mouth falling
	open.  Rolanda smiled at him.  “I remind you of someone,”
	she said.

	
	Ishmael paled.  “I noticed
	it when we brought you in, but I didn't get too good a look.” 
	His hand went to his heart and he licked his dry lips.  
	

	
	Rolanda cocked her head to one
	side and gripped at the bars of the cell.  “Was it your
	daughter?  You're carrying death on your shoulders and in your eyes.
	 Was it bad?”

	
	Gideon and Leanin both looked at
	Rolanda with wide eyes.  She payed them no attention.

	
	Ishmael pulled at a silver chain
	around his neck.  A locket came out from under his shirt and he held
	it tightly.  Rolanda's eyes were large and watery, slowly moving
	over Ishmael's face.

	
	“Elizabeth loved going
	outside the bubble,” Ishmael began quietly.  “Shelly and
	me could never really stop her.  Didn't feel right to stop her,
	either.  It'd be like telling a flower not to bloom.  She didn't
	come home one night, and it stormed pretty badly.  We went out
	anyway, got burned a little but not bad.  Didn't find her until a
	week later, she'd fallen into a crevice and gotten stuck.  No gear,
	exposed out there, getting rained on.  Wasn't much left of her but
	this locket.”  Ishmael stopped speaking and tried to clear his
	throat, pulling out a handkerchief and wiping at his nose.  “She
	had a face like yours, not exactly but close.”  He took a deep
	breath and turned away from them.  “I'll get Shiloh to come in
	and give you guys a supper.” 
	

	
	Without another
	word he walked away from them, his footsteps ringing off the
	concrete walls until he shut the door behind him.
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	Chapter Twelve

	
	

	

	
	When the lights shut off that
	night Gideon's heart began to race.  He felt trapped, like the dirt
	was being thrown on him again.  He told himself to breathe.  Breathe
	in, breathe out, and soon enough the night would be over.  He stood
	and felt along the wall until his fingers found the cold metal bars
	of their cell.  They provided an odd sense of comfort, they told him
	that this was above ground, that he was in a cell, not a grave.

	
	“What is it?”
	Leanin's voice called out in the darkness.  “I can hear you
	gasping over there.  Is that Gideon or Rolanda?”

	
	“It's me,” Gideon
	said.  He placed his face against the bars, the coolness feeling
	good against his sweating brow.  “I just don't deal with
	confinement well.  It makes me feel like I'm back in that grave.”

	
	“So stop putting such an
	emphasis on your eyes,” Leanin said.  “Listen to the
	drip of water coming from the faucet.  Feel the cold cement under
	you.  Smell the rankness of the toilet if you have to.”  
	

	
	He did as she told him to.  He
	shut his eyes and concentrated on all of those things, the sharp
	smell of urine, the maddening drip, the cold.  Something scraped
	along the ground and reached out in the darkness, a warm hand
	feeling for his.  Arms were around him and he knew he was okay, at
	least in that moment.  The smell of her hair calmed him, the feel of
	her soft cheek against his drove away all thoughts of dirt and
	graves and pressure.  
	

	
	Some time later the light was
	turned on again.  Gideon had fallen asleep curled around Leanin, his
	hand cupping her breast, his face buried in the softness of her
	hair.  He sat up and rubbed his eyes in the light.  Rolanda was
	huddled by herself in a corner, her knees drawn up to her chin,
	shivering.  Her mouth was drawn tight together.  
	

	
	Leanin sat up and stretched,
	yawning largely.  “Well, it should be an interesting day
	today, I should think,” she said.

	
	Without blinking, Rolanda stared
	at Gideon, her eyes unfocused and far away.  “I shouldn't
	think it will be that interesting at all,” she said.

	
	Gideon shivered and rubbed his
	hands up over his arms.  A tingling began as his sluggish blood
	finally started to move.  He stood and stretched out his arms and
	legs.

	
	“No, come on Rolanda,”
	Leanin said, smiling as she stood.  “It's not every day you
	get to die.  Let's make today a happy day.  I'm guessing that Akem
	will come here himself; that would really send a good message to
	anyone trying to free their loved ones.  He'll most likely torture
	us for a while, really get us screaming, but he'll have to take us
	to another place to do that.  I think that his connections are
	probably political, so he'll need to get us away from these peace
	officers first.  I for one am excited to see how it will all play
	out.”

	
	Leanin paced in front of Gideon,
	a semi-crazed grin on her face, her hands constantly fidgeting
	around her legs.  Gideon had the surreal feeling of watching all of
	this happen from three feet above his own head.  He felt removed,
	buffered, insulated from the possibility that today would be one of
	his last.  Rolanda too looked calm, her gaze a long way off.

	
	A door opened and footsteps rang
	out in the hall, crisp, even, and unhurried.  Leanin stopped walking
	and the smile momentarily fell from her face.  Ishmael appeared in
	front of their cell, his face sagging and haggard; he didn't look at
	any of them as he unlocked the door.  In one hand he carried his
	electric truncheon, at his belt he had a pistol holstered.  “Come
	with me, please,” he said.

	
	He directed them down the
	hallway and through a set of doors, his footsteps echoing all around
	them, saying nothing.  There was a row of cells that they passed;
	the conversation between the occupants fell silent as they walked
	by.  Finally, they reached a large iron door that Ishmael fished out
	keys for.  It unlocked with a loud clank and he held the door open
	for them.  They stepped out into a bright and sunny day.

	
	Gideon turned and confronted
	Ishmael.  “Is this it?  Is this the end for us?  Put one in
	the back of our heads and just be done with it all?”  He
	gripped Leanin and Rolanda's hands, clenching at them tightly,
	finding little comfort.  
	

	
	Ishmael's eyes were empty,
	staring back at him without emotion.  “No, son.”  His
	eyes moved to Rolanda and then quickly back to Gideon.  “You
	get to trust your instincts when you work as a peace officer.  I
	looked around enough to know something's rotten here, and I won't
	have my hands dirtied on it.  I have to leave the posters up around
	town, the council wants them there and I rather enjoy providing a
	roof for my wife.  You can't stay here, I would hope that much is
	obvious.  But the only people who knew that I took you guys in are
	my own deputies.”

	
	“Do you trust them?”
	 Leanin asked.  “I find most people just wait around long
	enough to stab you in the back.”

	
	Ishmael ran a hand through his
	hair and squinted off into the distance.  It was morning, the sun
	was just beginning to peak over the mountains, the streets were
	empty and it was cold enough that they could see their own breath. 
	“I don't like that times have gotten to where you have to ask
	that question.  I've known these boys for years, and yes, I trust
	them.  You'll find your things bundled in a bag back where you left
	your bikes.  Don't come back or I won't be able to let you go
	again.”

	
	Gideon still held tightly to
	Leanin and Rolanda's hands.  “I don't know how we can thank
	you, there's not many that would stand up for people like us.”

	
	The tall man sucked at his teeth
	and nodded his head to them.  “Don't ever have to thank a man
	for doing the right thing, that's what my dad always said." 
	

	
	“Did you find out anything
	about this Akem guy when you did your checking around?  We only seem
	to just be discovering how large his reach really is,” Gideon
	asked.

	
	He stroked at his unshaven face,
	his skin hanging off him.  “I'll tell you what I know and what
	I think.  There's a lot of people who work the track, using the fact
	that us bubbles don't communicate often with each other to their
	advantage.  They keep moving the women around, keep 'em disoriented
	and dependent.  Lot of money to be made that way, more than enough
	for everyone who works it.  Now, I've heard that there have been a
	few high profile deaths, someone may be trying to consolidate
	things.  Take a bigger slice of their pie.  It could be this Akem
	guy you're talking about, but that's just speculation.  I would say
	you should stay away from any bubble you can until you get as far
	away as possible.”

	
	Ishmael walked them
	to their motorcycles to see that they left his bubble.  Gideon
	thanked him and shook his hand before putting on his helmet.  He
	waved them off and the trio sped north, down the rest of the
	mountain, staying to the coast.  The ocean was black and menacing to
	their left, the mountains sharp and frigid to their right, and they
	straddled that knife edge, driving as fast as they dared.
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	Chapter Thirteen

	
	

	

	
	They rode for days, stopping
	only when the lack of light forced them off the road; they slept
	only a few hours and then were back riding as soon as the light was
	available.  The fierce determination of necessity drove them north
	along the coast.  There was very little conversation between the
	three, and Gideon felt the exhaustion in his muscles by the end of
	each day.  His thoughts frequently turned dark.  Would life simply
	be like this from then on?  Frantically fleeing until their feet
	simply couldn't keep up and they fell into a hole in the ground?

	
	Their trail north was blocked by
	the middle of the fourth day, a looming bubble informing them that
	they would be back on the track if they continued to ride in that
	direction.  It was either cut in east through the mountains or risk
	traveling through a bubble.  They cut east.

	
	The weather had been kind to
	them, the rain holding off while their tires crunched over the dusty
	gravel road.  Large rocks and heaps of barely decomposed trash
	formed obstacles as they skirted up a narrow path along the edge of
	a mountain.  The air grew crisp and cold, the path leading higher
	than they originally thought.  Eventually it curved around to the
	other side and Gideon braked hard, holding a hand out and signaling
	for Leanin to do the same.

	
	Far below them was a valley that
	was tinged green in the sunlight, though not the sour blue green of
	the ocean.  This was a vibrant and earthy emerald color.  There was
	no bubble over it, this was just a green spot surrounded by white
	mountains.

	
	“What do you think it is? 
	Chemical spill?”  Leanin asked.

	
	“I don't know,”
	Gideon said.  The mountains curved all around this large green
	patch, walling them off.  In the distance, soaring below them in
	altitude out over the valley a large bird flew, slowly weaving in
	circles.  “I would have thought any dump sites would be closer
	to a bubble.”

	
	Rolanda took off her helmet and
	joined them at the edge of the path.  She tilted her nose in the air
	and inhaled deeply.  Smiling, she turned to them.  “I smell
	water.”

	
	Gideon ignored her.  “I
	think we should try it.  It's not like we have all that much of a
	choice.  We have our helmets, they should help against any toxic
	gases, and our tires are solid, worst case scenario we have to turn
	around.”

	
	Leanin shrugged and donned her
	helmet.  Rolanda did as well, though she left her visor up.

	
	“Rolanda,” Gideon
	said.  “You should put that down.  You don't know what we're
	getting in to.”

	
	She smiled at him again.  “I
	can see clearly.”

	
	As
	they rode down the side of the mountain Gideon gradually slowed his
	pace, his jaw going slack, his pupils dilating.  The green was not a
	chemical spill at all, though it was no less shocking.  Though there
	was no bubble to keep the environmental toxins out, there were
	living plants here.  Not living like some of the other trees he'd
	seen outside bubbles; those trees struggled to live, with grey dying
	leaves and brittle branches.  No, these trees were thriving.
	 Their
	branches were filled with green leaves thrust out into the air to
	grab the sunlight, and underneath a plush carpet of grass grew. 
	Gideon stopped them when they were close, a deer stood at the edge
	of the forest, watching them, its jaw moving in little circles.

	
	  Rolanda hopped off the
	motorcycle and ran into the woods, chasing it.

	
	“Rolanda, wait!” 
	Gideon shouted.  “You don't know what's in there!”

	
	There was no trail for them to
	ride into the woods, so Leanin and Gideon set off on foot, leaving
	their bikes parked just outside the wall of trees.  The forest
	towered around them, shading the ground.  Pine needles, leaves, and
	mossy grass formed the floor underfoot.  They saw the dark grey of
	Rolanda's jacket darting between the trees and they followed.

	
	There was a break in the forest,
	forming a natural meadow where the grass grew even more lush, with
	little bushes lined in a row speckled with berries.  Rolanda was in
	the meadow, talking to a woman in white who turned to them as they
	approached.

	
	The woman was old, the wrinkles
	on her face and the sagging of her eyelids attested to that, but her
	limbs didn't wobble and she stood straight.  Her hair was greying
	around the temples, the smile on her face like the parting of
	curtains.  She wore a long dress that she had pulled the front of
	up, forming a natural basket that held little blackberries.  Rolanda
	was picking out of her dress, a smear of berry juice on her cheek.  
	

	
	“Hello children,”
	the woman said as they approached.  “You don't need to put
	your hands to your pistols like that, I'm just an old lady out
	picking berries.”

	
	Gideon's hand had been reaching
	to his hip, he withdrew it with a blush.  Pulling it out would have
	been akin to threatening his own grandmother.  “What is this
	place?  It's like nothing I've seen outside of a bubble.”

	
	The old lady picked a berry out
	of her dress and plopped it into Rolanda's open mouth.  “We
	call it Meadowood, because we have meadows, and we have woods. 
	Would you like a blackberry?  They're fresh.”  
	

	
	Gideon stepped closer.  “This
	is all so strange.”  He opened his mouth and the woman plopped
	a berry on his tongue.  A flash of sweet and tart caused him to
	pucker and chew with relish, a drip of juice dribbling down his
	chin.

	
	“What are you children
	doing out traveling between bubbles?  It's not safe out there.”

	
	Gideon reached into her skirt
	for another berry.  The taste was like nothing he had experienced
	before.  “It's a long story.”

	
	“Well in that case you
	best be coming to my home, we'll get you set up with a nice meal and
	a place to rest for the night.”  She turned and led them over
	the hill.  
	

	
	“Wait,” Leanin said,
	“we don't even know your name.”

	
	The woman turned and smiled at
	them.  “My name's Rheannon, you can call me Rhea.”

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Rhea moved with surprising
	agility over the uneven ground, skipping over exposed roots and
	walking solidly where Gideon tripped.  They went back into the
	forest, there was no path that they followed but Rhea seemed to know
	exactly what trees to turn at.  Gideon was soon completely lost,
	every tree and bush looked the same.  Soon they heard the bleating
	of goats and sheep and the forest thinned again.

	
	A little stone cottage was built
	into the side of a hill; goats ran up to greet them as they
	approached.  Rhea stopped and scratched the goats under the chin,
	inviting the others to do the same.  A wisp of black smoke trailed
	lazily out the top of the chimney and the smell of burning oak
	filled the air.  It was a small house, but intricately built, each
	stone different but fitting together to form the whole front, a
	small door arched at the front and a few windows were the only
	places where the stone stopped.  
	

	
	A grassy hill seemed to grow
	around the cottage, hugging it like an overthrown blanket on a cold
	day, cuddling around the top.  An old man was chopping wood in the
	front yard without a shirt on, his skin leathery and tough and his
	chest hair as white as the tip of his bushy beard.  There was more
	hair on his face and his chest than he had on the top of his head,
	and the tips of each strand glistened with sweat.  He stopped
	chopping and raised his ax in greeting.

	
	“Harold,” Rhea
	called out, “we have guests, put a shirt on.”

	
	Harold grinned as they
	approached.  He was a big barrel-chested man, his shoulders broad
	and his forearms thick, but the grin he wore on his face was one of
	childish joy.  “Ain't nothing they haven't seen before. 
	Name's Harold,” he said, sticking out his hand to be shook. 
	It was a well worn hand, firm and rough and warm.  “You guys
	coming for some dinner?  We should have more than enough to go
	around.”

	
	“Harold,” Rhea said,
	“They're traveling.  We're setting them up for the night.”

	
	Harold eyed the three.  “Oh,
	are we?  Well, I guess I should stop pretending I have a say in any
	of this.”

	
	Rhea stuck her chin out at him. 
	“You don't.  These are children who need a little touch of
	home right now, and I plan on giving it to them.”

	
	He grinned again and playfully
	pinched at her backside.  She giggled and danced away.  “I'll
	be in in a bit, I'm going to take a dip in the lake to get some of
	this sweat off me.  Rhea'll mother you to death in the meantime.”

	
	“Oh, I will not,”
	Rhea said as she brushed past him and into the cottage.

	
	When they entered the home they
	were greeted with the warm and sweet smell of freshly baking bread
	and cooking meat.  It was a small place, but comfortable.  There was
	a simple wooden table and some chairs, a few deerskin rugs on the
	ground.  The ceiling curved in an arch and hallways tunneled back
	away from the main room.  A fire burned low in a furnace in the
	corner, a big black pot bubbling over top.  Rhea gave them each a
	chair and told them to sit down.

	
	“We've got some stew that
	should be ready soon, it's nothing fancy but it'll stick to you, and
	I have a loaf of bread that should be cool by now.”

	
	The door opened and Harold
	entered, his beard dripping with water.  “Harold,” Rhea
	said, “get a towel, you're dripping in front of the children.”

	
	Harold grinned mischievously at
	Gideon and bear hugged Rheannon, lifting her up off the floor and
	shaking his wet beard in her face.  They both laughed and she fought
	him off her.

	
	“You big lummox.  And to
	think, I let that animal sleep in my bed.”

	
	“I thought you liked my
	animal nature in bed,” he said.  Rheannon turned bright purple
	and Harold walked off into another room in the house.

	
	Rhea brought a thick loaf of
	bread out and set it before them before busying herself filling up
	bowls with steaming stew.  “So what brings you to Meadowood? 
	Not many can find us here, we're not on many maps.”

	
	Rolanda was looking all around
	the house, her curious eye touching on everything.  The dishes were
	carved of wood, two sets sat on a shelf.  There were a few paintings
	hung up with Rhea's signature in the corner.  A pair of baby shoes
	caught her eye, tacked up on the wall, made of deerskin.  “Where
	is the baby that belongs in those shoes?”  Rolanda asked.

	
	Rhea's smile faltered and her
	eyes became glassy.  “You're very perceptive.  We were going
	to have a baby, but something went wrong with the pregnancy.  Never
	did end up needing those shoes.  Harold thinks it's morbid, keeping
	them up there.  I just like to look at them every once and a while,
	think about what he or she might have been like.”

	
	Gideon cleared his throat. 
	“Rolanda doesn't mean to offend, she's been through a bit of
	an ordeal and isn't quite thinking clearly these days.”

	
	“I see things just fine,
	Gideon,” Rolanda said.

	
	“Seeing things isn't your
	problem, thinking things is,”  Gideon replied before turning
	to Rhea.  “Anyway, we're not really sure where we're headed
	to.  Maybe back home, maybe somewhere else.  We're still trying to
	figure that out.”

	
	“Well, why not Meadowood? 
	You can stay here for a few nights and rest, there are far worse
	places to end up.”

	
	Harold came back into the room
	with a fresh pair of clothes on, homespun wool that was the same
	color as the sheep outside, his beard neatly combed.  “We got
	a few extra rooms, made an addition onto the house a while ago when
	we thought there might be more of us, you all are more than welcome
	to stay here as long as you need to.  We don't get people through
	here, it'd be nice to have the company and some help with the chores
	and such.”

	
	Rheannon set down two bowls in
	front of Rolanda and Leanin, and cups in front of Harold, Gideon,
	and her own place.  “We only have the two bowls, but we have
	plenty of cups.”

	
	Conversation stopped while they
	were eating the stew.  Gideon ladled the heaping piles of vegetables
	and mutton into his mouth, barely controlling his desire to moan
	with happiness.  The stew sent waves of warmth through his body and
	filled him completely.  The chunks of lamb were loaded with juices
	and chock full of flavor, the rich taste oozing onto his tongue with
	every bite.  
	

	
	Harold opened a cask of a golden
	frothy liquid and set it before them.  “Honey ale,” he
	said.  “It took me a few years to learn how to harvest the
	honey without getting stung all over the place.  Turns out if you
	blow smoke up their asses, they'll let you take all the honey you
	want,” Harold laughed.

	
	The beer was sweet and rich, the
	honey taste sharp but pleasant, the alcohol warm all the way down. 
	After two mugs apiece the world was beginning to look quite
	tolerable for Gideon.  He was flush in the face and couldn't help
	his eyes from wandering over Leanin and Rolanda, they were so
	different but each was quite lovely in their own way.  Rolanda had a
	full breasted beauty, her hair cascading down her curves, soft and
	silky.  She may have looked thin then, with her ribs poking through,
	but she would bounce back soon enough.  She sat crouched, her arms
	at her sides, saying nothing but watching everyone.  Her face was
	slight, her cheekbones high, her eyes full and deep blue.  She was
	smiling, it was slight, only a small curve at the corners of her
	mouth, but it was there.  Her smile could be so captivating.

	
	Leanin was as different from
	Rolanda as was possible, but Gideon still found her lovely.  She had
	a slight form, scars running along her well toned arms that ran deep
	and purple.  Her body was strong, capable, she stood straight with
	her shoulders back and her chin jutting out.  Her face was hard set,
	her eyes a fiery and vibrant green, her hair short.  Her breasts
	were small, barely pushing out the shirt that she wore, but Gideon
	wondered what they would feel like against his palm.  The beer was
	getting to him, he shook his head and forced himself to look away
	from either of them.

	
	“Are you the only people
	who live here?”  he asked.

	
	Harold and Rheannon laughed to
	each other.  “No,” Harold said.  “Far from it. 
	There's around thirty families here, but we're all pretty spread
	out.  We see each other occasionally to trade, I get good bargaining
	rates because of my honey beer, everybody loves the stuff.”

	
	Rheannon poked him in the side. 
	“Harold, you're so proud.”

	
	He stood and poured himself
	another draft.  “Damn right I am.  This stuff's wonderful.”

	
	“How'd you guys find this
	place?  Or were you born here?”  Leanin asked.

	
	“We moved here from
	Lisbeth,” Harold said.  “We hated the city, too many
	people, too many unpleasant smells.  We were originally trying to
	get to Algernia, but we came upon Meadowood and walked around in it,
	talked to some of the locals and just fell in love.”

	
	“Sorry if this is
	disrespectful, but how does this place even exist?  There's no
	bubble to keep out the toxins, why doesn't the rain whither the
	plants like it does everywhere else?” Gideon said.

	
	Harold scratched at his beard. 
	“You're hitting on the crux of many a late night conversation.
	 Truth is we don't know exactly, though I have a notion or two.  I
	think that because it's all surrounded by mountains the bad air
	can't get in and the good air can't get out.  We've got our own
	little bloody ecosystem here, never needed a bubble, never wanted
	one.”

	
	“So the house was just
	here?” Leanin asked, gulping the last bit of her honey ale.  
	

	
	Without being asked, Harold gave
	her a refill.  “Not at all,” he said.  “Took a lot
	of work for us to get to this point.  We built the house, took a
	good two years to do it.  Lot of digging and cutting down trees. 
	Beamer did us a solid there, he's the neighbor on the other side of
	the pond.  Let us camp in his backyard while we were making it, even
	stayed in his house on the colder nights.  Hell of a guy, I still
	give him a free cask now and again.”

	
	Gideon yawned.  His eyelids were
	beginning to droop and the sounds of conversation becoming a far off
	buzz.  A rough hand shook him as his head nodded forward.

	
	“Beer and stew taking
	their toll on you?”  Harold said.  “It's pretty strong
	for those who aren't used to it.  Why don't I get you guys set up to
	where you can sleep for the night?”  He paused and motioned
	between them.  “Are you all...together?  Do you want to share
	a big room?”

	
	Rolanda grabbed Gideon's arm. 
	“We're together,” she said.

	
	“I'll take a separate
	room,” Leanin said, “I can sleep on the floor in the
	living room here.”

	
	“Nonsense, dear,”
	Rhea said.  “We've got another room.  It's not much, but it
	has a bed in it.  Not a very big bed, but it should work just fine.”

	
	They took Leanin down to her
	room first.  The back hallways made the house much larger than
	Gideon originally would have assumed, branching off in several
	directions.  The walls felt warm to the touch.

	
	“Natural heat,”
	Harold said, motioning to the wall.  “We're underground, the
	earth's heating the place.  Neat, huh?”

	
	They had to duck to get in the
	door to Leanin's bedroom.  The walls were decorated with painted
	animals, a hand-carved rocking horse was in one corner and a rag
	doll placed upon it.  Harold cleared his throat.  “Sorry about
	the toys.  Waiting on someone else in Meadowood to have a kid so we
	can give them to 'em.”

	
	Leanin stood tall and placed a
	hand on Harold's shoulder.  The gruff man looked away.  “Harold,”
	she said, “I'd be honored if you let me sleep here.”

	
	They left Leanin in the room and
	continued down the tunnel, showing Rolanda and Gideon their room
	next.  It was plain, simply having a bed with a sewn together
	deerskin comforter lying on top and a slanted wooden desk in the
	corner.

	
	“If you guys need
	anything, we'll be right down the hall,”  Rheannon said.  
	

	
	Harold hesitated a moment. 
	“Just so you guys know, the walls here are very thick.  I know
	there's not always the most privacy when you're out traveling, but
	there's no need to restrain yourselves here.”

	
	“Harold!” Rhea said.
	 “Would you stop embarrassing me?”  She bade them
	goodnight and walked out into the hallway.

	
	“What?  There's nothing
	embarrassing about the physical act of love.”  Harold followed
	her out into the hallway, Gideon could hear their voices echoing
	back to them.  “You remember when we were young?  We'd take
	any moment of privacy and...”

	
	Gideon shut the door and the
	noise stopped.  He smiled at Rolanda.  She was sitting at the edge
	of the bed, her head cocked to one side, hair hanging off her.  He
	sat beside her and tugged at his boots.  
	

	
	“Gideon?” Rolanda
	asked.

	
	“Yes Rolanda?” 
	

	
	She bit at her bottom lip as he
	took off his gear making no move to take off her own.  “You
	know that I still love you, right?”

	
	Gideon paused, his boot halfway
	off.  The silence hung between them, stagnant.  “I know,”
	he said after a moment.  “How are you feeling?  We've been in
	such a mad rush to get somewhere safe, I haven't really had time to
	talk to you.”

	
	Rolanda pushed her hair behind
	her ear.  It was simply a small, feminine gesture, but it brought
	with it a wave of emotion from Gideon.  He had seen her do that so
	many times, a simple brush behind the ear, it bridged the gap
	between the Rolanda that was taken from him and the Rolanda he took
	back.  It caused a moment of introspection.  How had
	he been viewing her these last few days?  This was Rolanda, not a
	thing to be coddled and cared for like some broken little dish.  
	

	
	“Things still get fuzzy,
	from time to time.  I sort of slip around.”  Rolanda tried to
	smile at him, the corners of her lips tilted up slightly, but that
	was all.  “I want to thank you for being so patient with me. 
	I know it can't be easy.”

	
	He finished pulling his boots
	off and went to work on his socks.  They were wet and sticky, the
	smell of sweat strong on them as he peeled them off and flung them
	in the corner.  “It hasn't been,” he said.

	
	Rolanda took off her riding
	jacket and knelt before him.  She was still wearing the ratty
	clothes they had stolen for her, they hung loosely on her body.  “I
	know that men have certain needs,” she said.  Leaning forward,
	the large shirt hung low, showing the top curves of her breasts. 
	Gideon's heart began to beat faster as she moved closer to him.  “I
	understand that there are things that you want that I can do, and I
	can't think of a better place than this for them to happen.” 
	Taking a deep breath, she paused for a moment.  “I'm nervous
	that it'll bring out the spiders, but I want to try.”  She
	worked the belt off his trousers slowly, swallowing hard.

	
	“Rolanda, this is such a
	new side to you,” Gideon said.  The rush of blood in his ears
	deafened him with the rhythmic thumping of his own heart.  She slid
	his pants down around his ankles, his skin raised in little goose
	bumps in the cool air.  Kissing him on the lips softly, her hands
	explored his body.  
	

	
	“I want to try...”
	she said again as her kisses moved down his stomach.  She took him
	into her mouth, Gideon had never experienced such a hot and wet
	feeling like that.  His hands worked themselves greedily down the
	front of her shirt, grasping at her swollen breasts.  He stood and
	grabbed her by the arms, pulling her onto the bed and tearing at her
	pants.  
	

	
	Something changed in her. 
	Rolanda's eyes got wide and she pressed him gently away.  “Wait,
	Gideon,” Rolanda said, holding on to the tops of her stolen
	jeans.  “Slow down, give me a little time.”

	
	He ignored her as he broke the
	top button of her jeans in his haste.  Every inch of fabric
	frustrated his efforts, soon he was tearing madly at her shirt, her
	pants.  Once exposed she crossed her legs, stopping him once more.  
	

	
	“Gideon, give me a little
	time,” she said.  She had a scared look on her face.  "I
	want to try, just be patient."

	
	But he was beyond patience.  His
	blood was up and desire was the only emotion he felt.  He forced her
	legs apart, feeling strong and large as every boundary that had
	frustrated him, every obstacle in his path, finally gave way. 
	Hooking his legs under hers he leveraged her wider, forcing himself
	up on her.  Her nails dug painfully into his skin, each gouge
	heightening his need.

	
	“Gideon, wait, not like
	this,” she said.  Turning her head to the side her features
	suddenly went slack, her pupils dilating.  Every muscle of hers
	relaxed and she went limp.

	
	He thrust himself up inside her,
	desperate to feel her heat, to be close, connected to her.  With
	every thrust his madness increased, the itch finally being
	scratched.  A shiver ran through his entire body and his toes curled
	as he felt himself clench and a thunderous orgasm crashed through
	him.  The strength left him in waves, and with weakness came
	clarity.

	
	“Rolanda, are you okay?”
	 He asked, pulling himself from inside her and laying down on the
	bed.  "What's wrong?"

	
	For a moment she didn't respond,
	her breathing shallow, her eyes unblinking and unfocused.  Then she
	took a deep breath, coming back from wherever she was.  “I
	thought I could, and I couldn't, but you did anyway,” she
	said.  Weeping softly, she turned her back to him.  “I'm so
	sorry, Gideon.  I'm so sorry.”

	
	He tried to put an arm around
	her but she pushed him away, moving as far to the edge of the bed as
	she could.  The scratches from her nails were deep and red all over
	his body.  “I'm sorry, Rolanda, I should have stopped.”

	
	She sat up in bed and pulled her
	knees to her chest, hugging her entire body, the comforter wrapped
	around her.  “Gideon, I think something's broken inside of
	me.”

	
	He hugged her close.  She let
	him, leaning her head against the crook of his neck.  “Don't
	worry, Rolanda.  It'll just take time to be yourself again.”

	
	“What if I never am?  What
	if I always have these,” she paused as though she could snatch
	the word she was looking for out of thin air, “these little
	spiders crawling around inside my brain?”  Clutching at her
	head she let out a fresh wave of sobs.  “You don't deserve
	this, go out and lay with Leanin, I know you both want to.  I can
	see it, the only thing stopping you from happiness is me.” 
	She pulled away from him and buried herself in the covers, hiding
	her face.

	
	Gideon's jaw went slack.  There
	was no denying that there had been certain temptations, dirty little
	stray nighttime thoughts, but that's all they were.  Leanin was
	certainly good to look at, good to be around, but no, there was
	nothing there.  He was sure of it.  “Rolanda, no.  Leanin and
	I are becoming good friends, we've been through a lot together, but
	that's all that we are and that's all that we ever will be.  You
	don't have to worry about us like that, it's just your mind working
	itself against you.  You said it yourself, you sometimes don't know
	exactly what's real, right?”

	
	Rolanda peeked an eye out from
	under the covers, rimmed with tears and blood-shot red.  “Sometimes
	I wonder.  There are looks between you two.”

	
	Gideon laughed and pulled her
	out from under the covers, placing his arms around her.  “Listen
	to yourself Rolanda.  You're talking about love, an extreme feeling,
	and you're basing that assumption on a few looks?  Little glances? 
	How can you be so sure when you're not even sure if all the things
	you see in the daytime are real?”

	
	After a moment Rolanda nodded. 
	“I didn't think that this was one of them.”

	
	Gideon brushed away her tears
	with his thumb and stroked a hair out of her face, kissing her
	forehead and her cheeks.  “You're so sweet and innocent. 
	Rather than trying to read my heart from my eyes, why don't you just
	trust me when I tell you that I don't have any feelings for Leanin,
	that my heart belongs to you utterly and completely?”

	
	They lay back down
	together, Rolanda in the crook of Gideon's shoulder, her tears
	drying.  Soon she was fast asleep, but Gideon lay awake long into
	the night staring up into the pitch black ceiling, his face slack,
	his eyes far away.
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	Chapter Fourteen

	
	

	

	
	Rolanda woke him in the morning
	by kissing him softly on the cheek.  She was fully dressed in the
	same beige brown woolen clothes that Harold and Rheannon wore. 
	Smiling largely, she kissed the corner of his eyes, his cheek, his
	ear.  He groaned and turned over, pulling the covers with him.

	
	“No, Gideon, it's time to
	wake up.  Harold wants some help with the chores,” Rolanda
	said, placing her hands down on his lower back.  
	

	
	Gideon jerked away from her. 
	“Abraham you're cold!”  
	

	
	She jumped on top of him, her
	long golden hair falling all around him, enveloping him.  The sweet
	smell of bacon frying wafted through the open door as he yawned his
	way awake.

	
	“They're letting us sleep
	in their house and feeding us, the least we can do is wake up and
	help them with a few chores,” she said.

	
	Gideon sat up and threw on a
	shirt, wiping the crust of sleep from his eyes and following Rolanda
	up into the main room of the house.  The smell of bacon grew
	stronger as he approached.  Harold and Rheannon were frying thick
	slabs of it on an iron plate over the fire, the bacon popping and
	sizzling in its own juices.  Leanin was setting out the dishes on
	the table.

	
	“Good morning to you,”
	Harold said.  “How did you sleep last night?”

	
	“I haven't slept like that
	in ages,” Rolanda said with a smile.  The wrinkles and bags
	under her eyes had faded, her face had a nice flush to it, it really
	did look like the sleep had done her well.  She caught Gideon
	staring openly at her and gave him a wink.

	
	“It's the air, most like,”
	Rheannon said.  “I remember when we first started staying
	here, it was almost dizzying there was so much real oxygen.  I
	wasn't used to it.”

	
	Harold set a big frying pan down
	in the middle of the table, there were heaps of fried potatoes and
	bacon, and a small bowl of hard boiled eggs set next to them.  He
	spooned great gobs of it all on everyone's plates.  
	

	
	“The bacon is from
	Beamer's place down the road.  There are a few families in the area
	that have pigs, we don't cotton much to the smell so we just trade
	for them.  Of course Lily, Beamer's wife, would probably say the
	same thing about goats and chickens, so to each his own.”

	
	Harold and Rheannon laughed and
	held hands while they ate.  Gideon had his mouth too full to join in
	the conversation, the thickly cut bacon was so salty and sweet he
	savored each bite. 
	

	
	For as healthy as Rolanda looked
	after a good night's sleep, Leanin looked the exact opposite.  Her
	hair was in tangles and there were bags under her bloodshot and
	squinting eyes.  She pushed the food around her plate, only a
	fraction of what she touched ended up in her mouth.

	
	“So,” Harold said,
	“was it nice being able to share a bed together again?  It's a
	good mattress, Rhea and I have tried it out more than once.”  
	

	
	Leanin's face paled further and
	she put a slice of bacon in her mouth, chewing slowly.  Rheannon
	swatted at Harold's arm.  “Harold!  That isn't anyone's
	business but theirs.  Next thing you know you'll be asking them for
	tips and positions.”

	
	He put an arm around Rheannon
	and kissed her on the forehead.  “Rhea's not normally so
	repressed about sex.  I can take a hint though, I was just trying to
	be friendly is all.  We hardly know anything about our guests.”

	
	Rhea turned a deep shade of red.
	 “Bedroom habits are not the place to start, Harold.  How
	about we start with, where are you guys coming from, where are you
	going?  Questions like that.”

	
	“Well,” Harold said
	and then parroted Rheannon's voice.  “Where are you coming
	from?”

	
	Gideon took a moment to swallow
	the large bit of bacon he was chewing.  “Oh, a ways away.”

	
	“And where are you going?”
	 Harold asked before turning to Rheannon.  “See?  These are
	terrible questions, you don't get to know people at all with them.”

	
	Rolanda covered Gideon's hand
	with her own.  Her eyes were large and watery, somber.  “I
	don't know that we do know where we're going, but we do have a few
	things that we need to get away from.”

	
	Rheannon's eyebrows raised. 
	“What do you have to get away from?” she asked.  
	

	
	The room got quiet as Rolanda
	opened her mouth, blushed, and then closed it.  Gideon didn't really
	know how to answer that question either, he stirred at the potatoes
	on his plate, the voracious hunger he had felt moments before
	dissipating.

	
	Harold cleared his throat
	loudly, breaking the silence.  “Rhea, I don't think it's a
	topic they want to talk about.”  He stood and grabbed plates
	to take away, filling a pail to take down to the lake with the dirty
	dishes.  “There's not many that travel through here, it's been
	years since the last one, we don't always keep up to date with our
	social graces, my apologies if we've made you feel uncomfortable. 
	I'm a good judge of character, always have been, and I can tell you
	ain't bad seeds.  I won't press the point, but I will tell you that
	Rhea's suggestion last night was a good one.  If you're looking for
	a place to start a new life, you could do far worse than Meadowood. 
	The place ain't on any maps I've seen, and we're all a pretty
	tight-nit community.”  Harold met eyes with Rheannon, they
	seemed to have a quick conversation without ever opening their
	mouths.  
	

	
	She turned to them after a
	moment.  “We had the favor done for us, we'd be happy to let
	you guys set up shop here while you build a place for your own, I
	think you'd find more than a few hands willing to help you out along
	the way, too.”

	
	Gideon looked between Rolanda
	and Leanin.  Rolanda was positively beaming, her smile wide as she
	squeezed his hand.  Leanin's face was more difficult to decipher,
	she was still pale, as though the potatoes had taken a turn for the
	worse in her stomach.  “I think it's something we'll
	definitely have to consider.  For now, though, let's worry about
	these chores that Rolanda woke me up so early to help out with.”

	
	Harold grinned at them with a
	twinkle in his eye.  “It's a rather light day, I think I have
	a nice little project for us boys to take care of.”

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	If he stayed very still, lying
	prostrate on the feather stuffed mattress, the pain lessened
	somewhat.  If only his heart would stop beating the throbbing waves
	of agony would stop pumping through him.  Every part of his body
	hurt, from his fingertips to his hair follicles.  He had always had
	a hard time believing in God, but today he believed in the devil,
	and that devil's name was 'chores.' 
	

	
	Rolanda sat beside him on the
	bed and began to rub his shoulders, eliciting another groan.  “It
	can't have been that bad, it was just cutting down a few trees for
	firewood, wasn't it?”

	
	Gideon moved his head in her
	direction, unwilling or unable to move any other muscle.  “Not
	just a few trees.  That sadistic son of a bitch seemed to want all
	the trees.  We cut and hauled so much wood...I don't even want to
	think about it any more.  I just want to lie here and die.  Can you
	help me with that?  Just take a pillow and press it against my face.
	 Hold it there until I stop being in pain.”

	
	Harold popped into the room,
	shirtless, with sweat dripping down his chest hair.  He was drying
	himself off with a towel and his face was wide with a smile.  “Quite
	the workout, wasn't it?  Thanks for your help with the wood, we
	needed to get stocked up before winter comes.”  
	

	
	Gideon waved him away out of the
	room and Rolanda continued to massage his shoulders.  Her little
	hands displayed a surprising amount of strength as she kneaded his
	sore limbs.  The tips of her hair tickled as it ran along his skin. 
	She stopped moving her hands and he opened his eyes.

	
	“Are you okay?” 
	Gideon asked, sitting up.  Her eyes were squinted, her mouth pursed,
	but her hands still touched him, never leaving his skin.

	
	They made eye contact and she
	gave him a small smile.  “I just think that this place could
	be very good for you and me.  There's nothing left at home for
	either of us.”

	
	“What are you saying?”
	Gideon asked.  He was glad that she hadn't moved her hands from his
	body.  Her touch, even in a non-sexual way, was calming, peaceful.

	
	“I still have a lot of
	work to do,” Rolanda said.  “Things still fade in and
	out, but being here, in such a kind and caring environment, I think
	it could be very good for both of us.  I love you, Gideon.”

	
	He allowed the possibility of
	the life to unfold in his mind.  They would both have to work very
	hard, Harold could teach him to grow crops and raise animals, he
	could build them a house.  They could cook and eat what they
	provided for themselves, passing evenings watching their future
	children play out in the woods while they sat on chairs with Harold
	and Rheannon drinking honey beer.  They could put this whole ugly
	episode behind them.  There were certainly worse ways to spend a
	life.  “I love you too, Rolanda.”

	
	She leaned over and their soft
	lips met, she tasted of flowers and sweet blackberries.  Time slowed
	for them as Gideon brushed his fingertips through her silky hair,
	resting them upon the back of her neck.  
	

	
	A choking sound came from behind
	them and they turned, but the doorway was empty.  Rolanda shrugged. 
	“Must have been the wind.”  She lay down next to him,
	her head in the crook of his arm, and they held hands, neither of
	them saying or doing anything.  
	

	
	After a few minutes Harold came
	into their room.  His face was somber, his eyes crinkled at the
	edges.  He twisted the towel he had been cleaning himself with into
	knots in his hands.  “Sorry to bother you guys, I know you
	probably haven't had much time to be alone.  I think something's
	wrong with your friend.  She looked pretty upset a few minutes ago,
	we couldn't really get out of her what had happened, but she went
	storming off into the forest.”

	
	Rolanda turned to Gideon, her
	eyebrows furrowed in concern.  “Gideon, you know her better
	than any of us, do you know what's wrong with Leanin?”

	
	He kept unblinking eye contact
	with her, his mouth set in a frown.  “I have no clue what
	could be wrong with her.  I'll see if I can't find out though.”

	
	Rheannon gave him a flashlight
	and a little wooden whistle for if he should get lost and it got too
	dark.  Gideon set off into the woods to try and find Leanin, leaving
	the others behind.  “Hurry back now,” Harold called
	after him, “we'll have dinner ready in about an hour.”

	
	Even for a man with no tracking
	skills, Leanin had left him a trail he could follow.  There were
	twigs broken in a line and bootprints gouged out in the dirt. 
	Gideon followed, he didn't need the flashlight at first but the sun
	set quickly, and soon he was hunched over with the lantern at the
	ground to see where the trail went.  When he finally caught up with
	her she was sitting in an opening in the trees, a little grassy
	knoll with a boulder at the base of a hill.  She was sitting on top
	of the rock, her legs crossed in a pretzel under her.

	
	“I knew you'd come for
	me,” Leanin said.  She smiled, though her eyes were cold and
	hard as they ever were.  “You need everyone to be okay, you
	can't make a choice to save your life.”

	
	“Harold said you were
	distraught.”

	
	Leanin waved her hand as though
	she were brushing away a fly.  “This was the only way I could
	get you alone.  I saw you and Rolanda.”

	
	Gideon felt the blood rush to
	his face and he clenched his jaw.  “What of it?  We are
	engaged to be married.”

	
	Leanin stared at him long and
	hard, her eyelids lowered, her teeth almost bared.  Gideon looked
	away.  “Rolanda wants you to stay here,” she said.  
	

	
	He ground his teeth together. 
	The moon was beginning to rise, casting a shadow from Leanin and the
	boulder she sat on.  The grass looked grey in the low light.  “Yes,
	that's true.  And I think that we could all have a good life here.”

	
	She turned her head to the side,
	the moonlight highlighting her sharp profile.  “There it is
	again, trying to be everything to everyone.  Can't you see?  There's
	no room for me here.  What am I going to do, make a cabin alone and
	become a hermit while you and Rolanda fuck and make a family?  Or is
	it something else you had in mind?  A harem maybe?  Keep us both at
	your beck and call, play us against each other?  Manipulate us?  One
	big happy, fucking, family?”

	
	Gideon swallowed hard.  His
	insides were beginning to tie themselves in knots.  “It
	wouldn't have to be like that.  It could be very quiet and peaceful
	here.”

	
	Leanin stood, her shadow cutting
	into the night sky.  “Peace can be a real killer, Gideon. 
	When we got my sister back it was quiet and peaceful.  Sure, my dad
	began saying, in a real quiet and peaceful way, that Jenny was
	broken, Jenny was damaged goods, Jenny was tainted.  And you know
	what?  My mom stayed quiet the whole time, never spoke out against
	him, just to keep the peace.  I hated her for that; peace can be the
	death of a person.”

	
	He spread his arms wide.  “What
	do you want me to say, Leanin?  I'm engaged to Rolanda.”

	
	She leaped down from the boulder
	and stood inches from him.  He could smell cinnamon on her breath
	and lavender wafting from her hair, her lips were slightly parted
	and full.  “Tell me there's no amount of electricity you feel
	every time we're close to each other.”  She stepped forward
	and placed her palm upon his chest.  “I can feel how fast your
	heart is beating.  Lie to me, tell me that you'd be perfectly happy
	here and never wonder about what might have been between us.”

	
	The smell was overpowering him. 
	He wanted to touch her neck, to kiss her collarbone, to breathe in
	the scent of her hair.  Swallowing hard he tried to ignore the
	tightness in his pants.  “I choose Rolanda.  I choose peace.”

	
	Leanin licked at her lips and
	then was still a moment before breaking out into a large smile. 
	“Oh, come on.  You look like you're terrified you broke me or
	something.  I'm a big girl, I can take a bit of rejection.” 
	She took one of his hands in hers, her palm was rough with scars. 
	“I do think it's a shame, a waste of a perfectly good life,
	but you chose Rolanda, and I can respect that.  Not everybody gets
	to be happy.”  She took his face in her hands.  “I just
	want one kiss, that's all.”  
	

	
	They kissed, and Gideon felt a
	small explosion of emotion in his stomach that ran through his
	fingers and his toes, leaving them tingling.  He felt electric and
	filled with life.  He clutched at her, feeling her hard body pressed
	against his, not wanting to ever let go.

	
	There was no conscious thought
	of what happened next.  Their clothes came off and they fell to the
	ground, writhing on the cool grass.  He buried his face in her pert
	breasts as she rode him, he grabbed and sucked at her nipples until
	they were rock hard and she let out little gasps and moans.  Every
	time he slid out of her was agony but it was followed by the ecstasy
	of thrusting back into her.  When he came the orgasm was so powerful
	it made him shudder and he filled her with himself as darkness crept
	in around his vision.  He collapsed on the cool ground and Leanin
	lay next to him.

	
	The rushing sound in his ears
	slowly receded and he looked up over the treetops out into the clear
	night sky where the first glimmer of stars were beginning to shine. 
	“We shouldn't have done that,” he said.

	
	Leanin gave him a small smile
	and pulled up her pants.  “You shouldn't have done that,
	Gideon.  I have no qualms about it.”  She leaned over and
	kissed him on the cheek.  “You should ask yourself if you
	regret it.”  She left him in the glade to get dressed.  He
	buttoned his pants and hurried after her.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Harold and Rheannon were waiting
	in the kitchen when they got back to the house.  Reheated bread and
	stew sat on the table in four places, the fifth vacant.  Their faces
	were strained; Rheannon had wrinkles at the corner of her pursed
	lips.  She stood when they entered.  
	

	
	“Are you okay?” she
	said, grabbing Leanin's hand in her own.  “You looked so angry
	when you left, what happened?”  
	

	
	Leanin smiled and nodded.  “I'm
	fine, I just had some things to work out.”

	
	Harold cleared his throat, a
	spoonful of stew halfway to his mouth.  “Rolanda went out
	after you two.”

	
	Gideon paled, his face falling. 
	“Leanin had gone pretty far into the woods, is she back?”

	
	He chewed at the stew slowly,
	his eyes locked on Gideon's.  “She is.  Said she couldn't find
	you two, and that she was going to go to bed, said she was tired. 
	She looked it, too.”

	
	Gideon nodded.  “I don't
	think I'm hungry, I think I may wash in the lake and then follow
	her.”

	
	Leanin grinned, her face was
	flush and lively, her eyes bright.  “Well, I'm not tired at
	all.”  She took the bowl meant for Gideon and added it to her
	own, spooning the stew into her mouth with little sighs of joy.  “I
	seem to have had some energy injected right into me.  Harold, do you
	have any more of that honey beer?”

	
	His face brightened and he
	smiled.  “Of course, never let myself get below a few barrels
	of the stuff.  I'll grab us some mugs, I could go for a glass
	myself.”  He stood from the table and disappeared into a back
	room.

	
	Gideon excused himself and went
	outside, following a path around the back of the house.  The
	chickens and goats were in an enclosed shed, locked away in the
	night, safe from the predators of the forest.  The trail led away
	from the house and down a hill, through a sparse patch of trees and
	eventually to a body of water.  It was a small lake, he could
	clearly see the other side, but it was calm and cool, shining
	obsidian and reflecting the myriad of stars above him.  A wooden
	pier stuck out into the lake and Gideon sat at the edge of it,
	dangling his feet in the water.  Little fishes nibbled at his toes,
	tickling him.

	
	In his stillness the spicy
	cinnamon smell of her wafted off him.  It was exotic and foreign,
	further confusing his senses.  He stood and jumped off the pier,
	desperate for some clarity.  The water shocked him with a blast of
	cold, his skin tingling in the rapid change in temperature.  The
	lake wasn't deep, he stood on the bottom, little rocks jabbing into
	the soft flesh of his feet.  He stood for a long time, the moon and
	stars shining twice, once overhead and once reflected under him, and
	he tried not to think of anyone or anything.  It was nice to just
	exist for a few moments outside of any need or desire.  
	

	
	When he got back to the house
	Leanin, Harold, and Rheannon were sitting on the front stoop
	drinking their honey beers.  He waved to them and ducked inside
	before a conversation could be started, heading straight to his
	room.

	
	He did not turn the lights on
	once he got to the bedroom, instead feeling his way in the dark to
	the bed.  There was a lump on one side, Rolanda was curled up with
	the covers pulled over her head.  He undressed quietly and got in
	bed beside her, pulling the covers down slightly and kissing her on
	the back of the head.

	
	Her voice came out low and even
	when she spoke to him.  “I'm tired, Gideon.”

	
	He leaned back against the
	headrest.  “Well, this is the perfect place to be tired.  I
	bet Harold would even let us sleep in tomorrow after the hard day we
	put in today.”

	
	Rolanda stirred.  “That's
	not what I mean.  I get to a point where I think that maybe I've got
	this all behind me, and then I see things that can't happen, and I
	start to wonder if they're real.  You can't know what it's like to
	question your own senses.”

	
	Gideon swallowed hard, his heart
	was racing in his chest so loudly he was sure she could hear.  “Go
	to sleep, Rolanda.  You'll feel better in the morning.  It's a long
	path, but I'll be here to help you through the bad parts.”

	
	The covers shifted towards her,
	exposing Gideon's leg to the chill of the night.  Soon Rolanda's
	breathing was steady and smooth, he was sure that she had fallen
	asleep.  It had happened, Gideon told himself, and now it was time
	to move on.  Rolanda needed him to be there for her, but what did he
	need?

	
	As much as he had washed, the
	scent of Leanin still clung to him.  He replayed it in his mind, the
	hardness of her muscles working against his, even when he was inside
	her she had gripped at him, as though every part of her wanted to
	hold on.  His thoughts were filled with the urgency of it.  The
	need.  
	

	
	He fell asleep and
	dreamed of her.
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	Chapter Fifteen

	
	

	

	
	Gideon woke early the next day,
	the house was quiet and still.  He went for a walk through the
	trees, inhaling deeply the cold freshness of the air.  Drops of dew
	clung to the tips of leaves, raining down on him as he pushed the
	branches aside.  Everything felt so clean and new.  
	

	
	Noticing a little patch of dark
	purple flowers he stopped and gathered a handful of them.  The
	sudden urge to be with Rolanda grabbed him, strongly and
	irrationally.  He wanted to be by her side as she woke, to kiss her
	softly on her eyelids and cheeks as she had done for him.  He ran
	back to the house.

	
	She was buried deeply in the
	covers when he knelt by her side, the only bit of her sticking out
	was her nose.  He pulled down the blanket as softly and gently as
	his excitement would allow.  This was a good feeling, a clean
	feeling.

	
	“I picked these for you,”
	he said as he thrust the flowers into her face.

	
	Rolanda opened her eyes
	slightly, squinting in the light, her hair frazzled and falling into
	her face.  When she saw the flowers she smiled.  “Thank you,
	Gideon.  I had the most horrible dream, I dreamed that you and
	Leanin were spiders and I was stuck in your web, there were so many
	legs all over, they were everywhere.”

	
	For a moment Gideon's smile fell
	and then was back.  He kissed her on the forehead.  “You seem
	to have developed a new fear for spiders.  I'll kill them if I see
	them.”

	
	Rheannon and Leanin were just
	sitting down at the table when Gideon and Rolanda emerged from their
	room.  Harold knelt by the fireplace, coaxing the embers back to
	life with a pile of twigs and some of the freshly cut logs.  
	

	
	“Well,” Gideon said,
	“I think today would be a good day to start looking for a
	build site.  Harold, do you think that you could show me a few
	possible places that we could stake out?”

	
	“Are you going to try and
	build a place here, then?”  Rheannon asked.

	
	Gideon looked between Leanin and
	Rolanda.  “I am.  And I hope these two will stay as well.”
	 He put a hand on Rolanda's shoulder and she reached up to hold him.
	 Leanin was smiling at them, a laugh in her eyes.  
	

	
	“Do you want to come pick
	out the build site?”  Gideon asked Rolanda.  
	

	
	She gave him a weak smile.  Her
	eyes were strained and tense at the corners, the whites blood-shot
	and bleary.  “No, I'm not feeling well today.  I think I'd
	better stay here until I can get my thoughts straightened out.”

	
	Rheannon cocked an eyebrow at
	her and pulled her up out of her chair.  “I knew something
	wasn't quite right.  Let me take you to bed and set you up with
	something warm to drink.”

	
	Rolanda nodded to her.  “You
	don't have to mother me, I just have to think on a few things.”

	
	Leading her back to the bedroom,
	Rheannon grabbed a deerskin blanket from a bin in the corner and
	wrapped her up in it.  “Oh, come now.  I never got the chance
	to be a mother, let me have a little bit of fun now.”

	
	Gideon watched her go until he
	felt a light touch rubbing the inside of his thigh.  Leanin was
	staring at him, the laugh still in her eyes, her foot gently
	caressing him under the table.

	
	“I'll go with you, Gideon.
	 I've got nothing better to do today.”

	
	Harold looked between the two
	before shrugging.  “Well, let's be off then, no sense in
	wasting any time.”

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	He led them on a path through
	the woods, stopping every now and again to show Gideon open areas
	that might be good to set up in.

	
	“What are you going to do
	in this?”  Harold asked Leanin.  “Are you thinking about
	a separate house, or would you join them?  Are you staying in
	Meadowood?”

	
	Leanin and Gideon looked to each
	other.  Gideon glanced away quickly and Leanin just smiled.  “I
	think that we would all try to get a place together, just one big
	happy family,” she said.

	
	“Do you think Rolanda
	would be alright with that?”  Harold asked, stepping over a
	particularly large log that had fallen into their path.  “It's
	my experience that most women don't really fancy competition about. 
	They can get territorial like that.”

	
	Leanin picked up a stick from
	the brush and brandished it like a sword, swinging it here and
	there.  “I helped save her, I think she can deal with me
	living in her house.”

	
	That stopped Harold and he
	turned.  One of his bushy eyebrows was raised.  “Save her from
	what?”

	
	Gideon paled and he tried to
	push past Harold.  “It's nothing.”

	
	“Why should it matter if
	Harold knows?”  Leanin asked.  “We're running from a man
	named Akem Manah.  He's not terribly happy with us at the moment.”

	
	Harold scratched at his beard. 
	“I never heard of the guy.  We ain't on any maps, though, so
	unless he stumbles across here like you guys, he won't find you. 
	What did you do to him that's got him gunning for you?”

	
	Gideon chewed at the inside of
	his lip.  “In his mind?  We stole his property.”  He
	tried once again to keep moving.

	
	The big man wouldn't budge. 
	“You don't seem like thieves.  What did you steal?”

	
	“Not what,” Leanin
	said.  “Who.”  She placed a hand on Gideon's shoulder. 
	“Akem kidnapped Rolanda a while back and...”

	
	“That's enough, Leanin!”
	 Gideon said, throwing her hand away.  “He doesn't need to
	know all the details.”  He turned to Harold.  “He took
	Rolanda.  We took her back.”

	
	Tugging at his beard, Harold's
	eyes widened and he cleared his throat.  A flush reddened his
	cheeks.  “Well, like I said, he'd be hard pressed to find you
	here.”  Finally he turned and kept walking.

	
	They crested a hill and a meadow
	opened up under them.  There was a small pond on one side rippling
	in the breeze.  The grass was long and green, the trees circling
	them at a fair distance, leaving the area open to the sun.  
	

	
	“This is perfect,” 
	Gideon said.  In his mind the house rose before him, with all its
	possibilities laid bare.  He could see the porch where they would
	spend time after meals, the three of them holding hands and sitting
	in rocking chairs.  There could be a vegetable garden around back,
	if they had children down the road they could chase chickens and
	goats in the yard.  “Does anyone have claim to this spot?”

	
	“Nope,” Harold said.
	 “It was one that we considered when we were first settling
	here, we went with the other because it had a larger body of water. 
	It'd be a good place, though, and we would be just down the road.”

	
	Gideon and Leanin walked to the
	edge of the pond and peered in, there were lily pads and shadows of
	fish scurrying around.  
	

	
	Harold's stomach rumbled loudly
	and he blushed, holding a hand to it.  “I think my belly's
	trying to tell me something.  I'm going to head on home for some
	lunch, do you guys want to come or do you want to check out the land
	a little more?”

	
	“You go on ahead,”
	said Leanin, “we'll catch up in a bit.  I want to take a
	better look around.”

	
	Harold shrugged.  “Alright,
	well our place is through that path there,” he said, pointing
	back where they came, “you should be able to just follow it
	back.”  He waved to them and disappeared into the trees.

	
	Gideon sat by the edge of the
	pond and removed his shoes, dunking his feet into the water and
	sighing with pleasure.  “What do you think?”

	
	Leanin sat behind him and
	wrapped her legs around his torso, stroking her fingers through his
	hair.  “I think it's perfect.”  
	

	
	He frowned and pushed her away. 
	“I thought that was just a one time thing.  I can't make a
	habit of it, I'm engaged to Rolanda, you know that.”

	
	Leanin smiled at him.  “I
	do.  I also know that in a moment when I lean over and kiss you, you
	won't stop me.”  She pushed him back onto the grass and
	pressed her body against his, her dark hair falling into his face,
	and she kissed him.  It was true, he didn't stop her.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Back at the house Rolanda began
	to weep.  Rheannon held her hand as the little sniffles turned into
	sobs and then gasps for breath, the emotional floodgates bursting
	wide open.  She patted her hand and said nothing. 
	

	
	“I
	don't know that I can handle this,” Rolanda said.  “I've
	got these...things
	crawling around inside my brain, they're putting thoughts and sights
	that I know aren't there and making me watch and listen.  I didn't
	used to be this way, they put something in me and I've changed.”

	
	“Who?  Who put something
	in you?”  Rheannon asked.

	
	“If I think about him
	he'll know where we are,” Rolanda said, burying her face in
	her hands. 
	

	
	Rhea pulled her close and held
	her, rubbing her back slowly and humming a song.  They stayed that
	way for a long time before Rolanda spoke again.

	
	“I've been getting sick in
	the mornings,” she said through her fingers, the sound coming
	out muffled and wet.  “Don't tell Gideon.”

	
	It took a moment to register
	what she meant, but when it got through Rheannon's eyes widened and
	she raised Rolanda's head.  “Why wouldn't you tell Gideon? 
	That's some of the happiest news you can get.”

	
	Rolanda only met her eyes for a
	brief moment before burrowing herself back into Rheannon's bosom and
	crying again.  
	

	
	A thought struck her and Rhea
	raised her eyebrows.  “Rolanda, the baby is Gideon's, right?”

	
	She didn't answer for a long
	time, clutching at Rheannon's increasingly wet dress.  “Gideon
	and I have had sex once,” she said.  
	

	
	Relief caused a large sigh to
	come out of Rheannon.  “Well then, what's the problem?  This
	should be a joyous time, even if you're not ready for it we can all
	be around to help you out.  To tell the truth I would be delighted
	if all this baby stuff we have finally goes to good home.” 
	Rheannon held her face up and smiled at her.  "This is good
	news."

	
	Her face was red and splotchy as
	she let out another cry.  “This started before we had sex,”
	she said.   
	

	
	Pursing her lips, Rheannon said
	nothing.  Silence hung heavy in the air.  Even Rolanda's crying fell
	into soft whimpers as they sat together.  “You been with
	others,” she said.  “That boy's going to be
	heartbroken.”

	
	Rolanda sniffed and nodded.  “I
	was made to.  They made me, I didn't have a choice.  That's when
	they put those things in my brain.”

	
	“Hush,” Rheannon
	said and she pet Rolanda's hair, rocking her back and forth.  “That
	boy Gideon's a good boy, he don't deserve to get hurt like that. 
	You've got this secret and you've got to keep this your secret, just
	lock it away and forget about it, because you know what?  Even if
	Gideon isn't the one who put that seed in you, he's the one who'll
	help it grow.  If not, if you let that secret out, Gideon's heart
	will be broken, and that kid won't get to have a father.  It's
	better to just keep it inside.”

	
	A fresh wave of sobs burst from
	Rolanda, and Rheannon kept holding her, hushing her quietly and
	stroking her hair.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	After Gideon came he stayed
	inside Leanin.  He was softening but it felt good to be enveloped
	inside her.  A pleasant dull sensation clouded his brain.  She held
	him firmly, her muscles hard against his body, her nipples standing
	straight up in the open air.  The smell of cinnamon was all around
	him.  Finally he rolled off her and lay in the grass.

	
	“Why are we doing this?”
	 Gideon asked.  White clouds rolled gently on the breeze far above
	them.  
	

	
	“It feels pretty good to
	have your cock inside me,” Leanin said.  She stood and began
	pulling on her things.  “What other explanation are you
	looking for?”

	
	Gideon frowned.  “No, it's
	something more than physical, I know it is.  Why are you attracted
	to me?  I don't get it.  You're so strong and independent, I'm
	nothing like you.”  He stayed on the hill, naked, the open air
	drying the sweat on his body.

	
	She pulled her shirt over her
	head and picked a blade of grass to chew at.  “When we were
	back in that sadist's cell and he was going to torture us, he made
	you kiss his shoe.  Do you remember?"

	
	Breathing heavily, Gideon
	blushed.  “Of course I remember, what of it?”

	
	Leanin knelt down beside him and
	placed a hand on his chest.  “Something snapped inside of you,
	I could see it.  You went berserk when he told you how he had hurt
	Rolanda.  Something deep in me responded to that, I haven't been
	able to shake it.”  She shrugged.  “What more can I
	say?”

	
	It was a clinical answer, and he
	didn't like the way it was phrased.  She hadn't said that she felt
	anything for Gideon, she had said that something in her responded to
	him.  There was no will there, no feeling, just cause and effect. 
	He stood and began to pull on his pants, avoiding looking at her.

	
	“Why do you love Rolanda?”
	 Leanin asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

	
	He glared at her.  “I
	don't want to talk about Rolanda.”

	
	Leanin laughed and pulled her
	hair back into a ponytail.  “Have I touched a sensitive
	subject?  Interesting, you'll stick your cock in another woman but
	you won't talk behind her back?  Do you love us both equally?  Do
	you love us differently?”

	
	Gideon turned and began to walk
	away from her, but she stopped him, grabbing hold of his arm and
	turning him around.  She stuck a finger in his face.  “Here's
	a big question for you, right now you're toeing a line and trying to
	have us both, but you know it won't work out, and you have to assume
	the damage that you're doing.  If you had to choose one of us, which
	would it be?”

	
	Gideon threw away her arm and
	pushed her back, his nostrils flaring, a high flush in his face.  “I
	told you, I choose her.”

	
	 “Then why are you here?”
	 Leanin spread her arms wide.  “I know why I am.” 
	Gideon turned and walked away from her.  “You don't know, do
	you?  You're just a kid, you don't realize that actions have
	consequences.  You get horny and you do something about it, and I'm
	that something, aren't I?”

	
	He disappeared into the trees
	and Leanin watched him go, her chin jutting into the oncoming wind. 
	The afternoon sun was just beginning to tilt towards evening.  Her
	eyebrows furrowed and she stuck her hands deep in her pockets.  Two
	paths lay coming from the meadow.  One lead back to the cottage, one
	away toward the mountains.  If she got to the edge of the forest she
	was fairly confident she could find their bikes.

	
	Breathing evenly, she stood
	still, chewing the inside of her lip.  She may have claimed to
	Gideon that she knew what she was doing here, but did she really? 
	She was just toying with some version of normalcy, trying to feel
	what a regular life felt like.  How would she feel if someone had
	treated Jenny the way that she was treating Rolanda?  Leanin
	frowned.  Things were too muddled here, she didn't belong.  In a
	split second decision she turned and walked toward the edge of the
	forest, away from the cabin. 
	

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Harold and Rheannon were in the
	kitchen when Gideon got back to the house.  Rheannon stood when he
	entered and came over to give him a hug, she was wearing an apron
	dusted with flour that puffed out when she held him.  Harold turned
	and nodded to him, his hands busy cutting strips of meat for a stew.

	
	“Oh, I'm so happy that
	you're going to be building out here,” she said.  As she held
	him tightly Gideon thought for a moment he could see a tear in her
	eye.  “Rolanda's in the bedroom, I don't think she's feeling
	well.”

	
	“I think I'll go in and
	check on her,” Gideon said, unwrapping himself from her
	embrace and brushing off the flour that was now all over him.

	
	Rolanda was laying on the bed
	with the lights on, staring up at the ceiling.  Her eyes were open,
	her chest rising and falling almost imperceptibly.  Placing a hand
	over hers, he sat next to her.  “How are you doing?  Rheannon
	said you weren't feeling well.”

	
	She smiled at him, her eyes
	glassy.  “I'm okay,” she said, and then she rolled over
	and placed her head in his lap.  Her nose crinkled and she withdrew
	almost immediately.  “You've got the bad smell on you.”

	
	Gideon lifted his shirt and
	inhaled, the faint hint of cinnamon lingered on him.  “I smell
	like the forest, because that's where I've been all day.  Your
	thoughts are getting jumbled again.”  He smiled largely and
	stroked the side of her face.  Pulling the blankets around herself,
	she curled into the fetal position.

	
	“It's a bad smell,”
	she said.  
	

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	The sun had begun its descent by
	the time that Leanin reached where they had stashed their bikes. 
	She ran her fingers over her motorcycle, passing gently down the
	scars and scrapes along the side.  A grey mud had caked itself up
	around her back tire; Leanin took out her knife and chiseled it
	away.  She bent over the front, the lines were well oiled, the tires
	didn't have a single crack or tear in them, the front forks sturdy
	and straight.  
	

	
	It didn't take long to get her
	bike ready.  All her gear was already strapped on.  She kicked the
	bike once and it roared to life.  Her fingers shook as she fastened
	the straps under her helmet and she took a long look at Gideon's
	motorcycle before lowering her visor and turning away from it. 
	Twisting the throttle hard, the front wheel bucked up a few inches
	into the air and she was away.  
	

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	“Is it all just a
	transaction?”  Rolanda asked.  Gideon had stayed by her side,
	sitting at her feet while she lay curled in a ball.

	
	“What do you mean?” 
	he asked.

	
	“I was bought and sold
	before, Gideon.  I had to earn my place.  They made me.  It was a
	transaction.”

	
	He put a hand on her hip and
	listened quietly.

	
	“Is it the same way?  Do I
	have to buy your love?”

	
	“Rolanda,” he said,
	moving closer on the bed, “you have my love.  You know that.”

	
	She sat up suddenly in the bed,
	her hair flying in wisps around her, her eyes bloodshot red.  “I
	have a portion of your love, but not all.  I can smell that for a
	fact.  You tell me I can't trust my senses, but Gideon, that's all I
	have, and that's all I'll ever have.”  She kicked out and
	caught him in the chest with her heel, driving the wind from his
	body and knocking him back.  
	

	
	He stood slowly, regaining his
	composure and struggling to breathe.  Rolanda looked hideous,
	standing on the bed before him, lines on her face, hair out of
	place, her teeth bared and feral.  Gideon swallowed hard.  He barely
	knew this person any more; this was a shell of his fiance.  Perhaps
	he had never really saved her at all and she had died that first
	night when she was taken; died when they buried Gideon alive just
	for being there; died with the rest of her family.  He had tried to
	put that thought away, to bury it deep, with the hope that if he
	didn't think about it for long enough it would stay underground, but
	all things come to the surface eventually. 
	

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	Leanin was cresting a hill when
	she saw the lights on the other side.  She hadn't gone far beyond
	the forest, hadn't even crossed the mountains walling Meadowood off
	from the outside world, when she saw them.  Squeezing her brake
	lever hard she shimmied off the road, barely keeping her tires to
	the ground as the loose rock shuffled under her.  When she was far
	enough off the trail she killed her engine and hopped off, opening
	her bag and bringing out her pistol.  
	

	
	The lights continued to shoot
	out over the hill, and with the noise from her engine gone she
	gradually began to hear other sounds as well.  She heard the rumble
	of a few engines being shut off and hearty laughter.  With her
	motorcycle hidden behind a rock she stole quietly up the hill.  Her
	fingers twitched at the trigger, her hands shaking, her breath
	coming in great gasps as her heart raced.  A sinking feeling dropped
	in her stomach as she peeked down at the camp.

	
	A fire burned below her with
	figures huddled around.  Their motorcycles were parked behind them
	in a circle, each with the number thirteen on the back of the
	leather armor they wore.  Riders.

	
	She strained her ears and picked
	out a single part of a sentence.

	
	“...where the geolocation
	said her tag was,” was all that she could get, but it was
	enough to send her running as quietly as she could back to her
	motorcycle.  
	

	
	It was too much of a risk to
	start her engine, she couldn't afford to have them hear and give
	chase, so she shifted it into neutral and pushed it back the few
	miles to the forest.  By the time she reached the first trees her
	arms were burning with exhaustion, she dumped the bike next to
	Gideon's and ran back to the cottage.

	
	Harold was walking back from the
	chicken coop when Leanin ran out from the woods.

	
	“There you are!”  he
	said when he saw her.  “I was wondering when I didn't see you
	come back with Gideon.”

	
	“Harold,” Leanin
	said, gasping for breath, “we need to get inside.  Something
	terrible is headed this way.”  She grabbed his arm and dragged
	him toward the front door. 
	

	
	“What's going on?” 
	Harold asked.

	
	“Rolanda!  Gideon!” 
	Leanin shouted as she stormed inside.  “Akem is here.”

	
	Rheannon was sitting at the
	table, her fingers curled around a cup of Harold's honey beer. 
	“What's going on?”  The corners of her mouth began to
	quiver.

	
	Rolanda and Gideon emerged from
	the back room.  They stood apart, their faces drawn and tight. 
	“What did you say?”  Gideon asked.

	
	“Akem is here,”
	Leanin said.  She reached for Rolanda and pulled her forward.  The
	smaller woman resisted, but Leanin's grip was strong and insistent. 
	“Rolanda, when they took you did they inject you with
	anything?”

	
	She looked away from Leanin's
	fierce eyes.  “I got bit by a spider,” she said before
	pulling aside her hair to expose the back of her neck.  There was a
	millimeter sized puncture wound with a small cylindrical bump raised
	up underneath it.  Leanin pulled her knife from its sheath and
	Gideon sprang forward, catching her arm.

	
	“Leanin, what are you
	doing?  You'll hurt her.”

	
	“It has to be done,
	Gideon, otherwise they'll just keep coming for her.  They're
	tracking her.”  She spun and pushed Gideon away with her
	elbow, driving him backwards as she pulled Rolanda by the hair down
	onto her knees.  The knife flashed in the light of the stove and
	then Leanin was digging at Rolanda's neck.  A quick spurt of blood
	sprayed out where the knife entered and then a shining silver
	capsule, no larger than a pill, plopped out of her and landed on the
	floor.  A red light pulsed faintly in the middle of it.  
	

	
	His eyebrows contracting and his
	hands shaking, Gideon lifted Rolanda to her feet.  
	

	
	“You're welcome, by the
	way,” Leanin said.  “If we hadn't found that they would
	have surprised us in the night and killed us all.  Now at least we
	have a little heads up.  Gideon, you should get your pistol.”

	
	Harold pulled
	himself to his fullest height, towering over them all, his arms
	crossed over his barrel chest.  “Alright, I think we need to
	know about your history with these people, in detail.  It's time we
	cut through the bullshit and you tell me exactly what's going on.”
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	Chapter Sixteen

	
	

	

	
	Rheannon held Rolanda's hand as
	she told her story.  Gideon and Leanin filled in the gaps, taking
	over when Rolanda couldn't continue because she was crying too hard.
	 They told everything, from the initial capture and Gideon being
	left for dead, to how Rolanda was seasoned and rented out to paying
	customers.  Harold stood through the whole story, leaning against
	the wall with his arms crossed over his chest, his face a mask of
	stone.  When Rolanda finally finished telling her tale, they sat in
	silence for a long time, letting everything sink in.

	
	“Akem is here,”
	Leanin said, “we shouldn't be just sitting around.  Gideon,
	get your gun.  They'll be coming towards this little tracker, I
	think we would do well to plan for it.”  She unbuckled the
	strap on her own pistol.

	
	Harold cleared his throat. 
	“Plan?  It sounds like you want to go on the offensive.  We're
	simple folk, don't you get that?  We don't owe nothing to you, if
	anything you owe us, and you expect us to help you with something
	like this?”

	
	Rheannon slapped her palm down
	hard onto the table, making everyone jump.  “Harold!  What
	kind of talk is that?  This is the next generation, it's our duty to
	protect them.  These are someone's children,” she looked to
	Rolanda and then quickly away, “and they might have children
	themselves one day.  I won't have them die out because we stood by
	and did nothing.”

	
	Harold touched Rheannon on the
	shoulder.  His face had softened, his lips pursed in worry.  “We've
	built our entire life up here, I just don't want anything to happen
	to that.  I love you, Rhea, our life together means more to me than
	anything.”

	
	“Storm's here,”
	Rolanda said in a quiet hush.  Her head was turned toward the
	window, where a flickering orange light was streaming.  
	

	
	Harold's face was slack as he
	looked out the window.  The sudden sound of hoof-beats came through
	the walls and he pushed the door open.  Animals were running from
	out of the woods over and around the cabin.  Above the green and
	brown of the forest an orange light flickered through the trees. 
	“Rhea,” Harold said in a voice barely above a whisper,
	“the forest is on fire.”

	
	Rheannon stood with a jolt and
	joined him at the doorway.  “We have to leave, right now.”
	 She turned to the rest of them.  “Alright, children, get up. 
	We're going.”

	
	Leanin and Gideon picked up
	Rolanda and followed them outside.  Half of the forest was lit, the
	trees forming shadows against a wall of flames.  
	

	
	“Let's go to Beamer's
	place,” Harold said, “that tracking thing is inside, so
	they won't follow us there.”  He led them around the back of
	the house, away from the towering inferno burning up the woods.  He
	stopped just short of the chicken coop, a group of men stood in a
	semi-circle, caging them in.  Their features were obscured in the
	darkness, standing still like shadows, until one of them stepped
	forward.

	
	“Hello, Gideon,” the
	shadow said, gaiety in its voice.  As it stepped into the light the
	delicate and serpentine features of Akem illuminated.  He smiled,
	his teeth sharp, his eyes openly gleeful.  The other shadows stepped
	forward as well, though Gideon didn't recognize any of them.  They
	were armed with rifles, one holding a flame thrower in his hands. 
	“I trust I find you well?”

	
	Gideon pulled himself in front
	of Rolanda, Harold did the same for Rheannon.  Leanin placed a hand
	on the pistol at her side.  “I've been better, Akem,”
	Gideon said.

	
	The little man stepped closer
	and spread his arms wide, the smile still on his face.  “I
	suppose you know why I'm here.”  He was only a few feet away
	from them, stepping lightly in his riding boots across the uneven
	ground.  “I'm a businessman, you know that, and I can't have
	uneven books.  My employers would be most displeased.”

	
	Gideon's mouth dropped open. 
	“You have employers?”  he said.

	
	Akem chuckled to himself.  “Of
	course.  In this world everybody is owned by somebody.  I don't
	think you would like to meet my employers.”  Akem turned his
	back and stepped up onto a fallen log.

	
	Harold growled, a low and
	beastly rumbling that grew from his stomach to his chest, and he
	charged at the small man perched on the log.  Too late, Rheannon
	tried to put a hand to his shoulder; he was just beyond her reach. 
	He spread his arms wide and leaped toward the figure standing so
	calmly on the log. 
	

	
	Akem moved so fast his motions
	were almost imperceptible, ducking under Harold's arms and kicking
	upwards, tripping the larger man.  Harold fell heavily to the
	ground, the air knocked out of him with a groan, and then Akem was
	on top of him.  A flash of silver appeared and a dagger was pressed
	against the skin on Harold's neck.

	
	“Careful there, gentle
	giant.  Know your enemy before you attack him.  Now,” he said,
	looking to Gideon, the knife still poised above the pulsing vein in
	Harold's neck, “I like making deals with you, Gideon.  So
	let's make some deals.  You're already in my debt for more than you
	know, but I'm a man who savors the little things in life.  I feel
	this moment has promise.”

	
	He paused and smiled, his eyes
	trailing over the rest with a keen hunger in them before returning
	to Gideon.  “You sought sanctuary here, thought to try and
	steal from me and get away freely.  Would I be right in guessing
	that these people didn't have a clue what they were getting into
	when they agreed to take you in?  Did you see how this one,”
	he dug into Harold's neck with the knife, “tried to shield the
	old woman?  I sense a husband and wife.”  Akem looked around
	at the cottage and the chicken coop, the little yard with a chopping
	block and an ax stuck into it.  “What a nice little life they
	must have had here!  Just think big boy,” he said, ducking
	down and speaking directly into Harold's ear, “none of this
	would have happened if you hadn't taken in these stragglers.  Well,
	no good deed goes unpunished, as they say.”

	
	“So, Gideon, I'll give you
	the choice; who lives and who dies?”  Akem asked.  “Between
	the big boy here and his wife, I'm going to kill one of them.  But
	the great thing is you get to choose!  If you choose this guy, no
	matter what happens, I won't harm the old lady.  If you choose her,
	I'll let this one go, but she'll be fair game.”

	
	Rheannon gave out a cry like a
	wounded animal and tried to throw herself at Akem; Leanin grabbed
	her shoulder and held onto her.  
	

	
	“Keep her back, Leanin!”
	 Harold shouted out.  “That's a good girl.  Gideon, give him
	the word, I won't have this monster harming Rhea.”

	
	“He'll kill you both,”
	Gideon said, “don't you get that?  You can't trust him.”

	
	Akem frowned at Gideon.  “Sad!
	 I'm a little heartbroken.  Have I ever done anything I said I
	wouldn't?  I'm not even here for Rolanda, you've already made that
	trade, do you remember?  I'm just here to take back what you traded
	me her for.”  His eyes strayed to Leanin and she shivered
	violently.  “But you involved these people with me, and this
	one attacked me.”  He trailed the knife slowly down Harold's
	cheek, drawing a line of blood out from him.  “I have a right
	to defend myself, don't I?  All I'm doing is giving you the option
	to do another business transaction.”

	
	Gideon bit at the insides of his
	cheek so hard he drew blood.  He gave the slightest of nods.

	
	Akem jerked the blade across
	Harold's neck with a wolfish smile and stepped back.  Harold made a
	few choking sounds as blood spurt out from the wound in a steadily
	slowing rhythm.  He jerked and kicked on the ground, his hands
	desperately cupping at the wound.  
	

	
	Rheannon shrieked and pushed
	Leanin away from her, running to Harold's side.  She propped his
	head up in her lap, stroking the side of his face in quick, frantic
	motions.  “Harold, Harold, Harold,” she said, repeating
	his name over and over as his eyes went glassy and he stopped
	kicking.

	
	Gideon was quaking with rage and
	fear.  Rolanda held him tightly from behind, it was the only thing
	keeping him on his feet.

	
	Akem clapped his hands and
	cackled with delight.  “That was fun.  Alright, on to other
	business.  Now, let's accept that as of right now, Leanin is mine.”

	
	Leanin cocked her pistol and
	pointed it at Akem.  The men surrounding him responded by bringing
	their assault rifles up and pointing them at her.  “What makes
	you think I'll go with you?  I could take you down right now.”
	 Leanin said.

	
	Akem leaned forward and cocked
	an eyebrow at her, a wolfish grin on his face.  “Do you think
	that you can kill me?  Do you really think that a man like me can
	die?”

	
	“You're flesh and bone,”
	Leanin said, the barrel of her pistol held steady, “just like
	everyone else.”

	
	“Sure, why not.  But so
	are you, and right now all that I'm asking for is one of you two
	girls.  If you begin to fire that little pistol of yours, we
	certainly have the right to defend ourselves, and we'll kill all of
	you.”  He directed his attention back to Gideon.  “So
	I'll give you the same choice I gave you before.  Leanin or Rolanda.
	 I get one, you get one.”  He held up a finger.  “But
	there's something that you should know before you make your choice.”

	
	“Gideon," he
	continued, "did Rolanda ever tell you what it was like when she
	was working for me?” 
	

	
	The fingers clutching at
	Gideon's back shook; he could feel her entire body quiver behind
	him.

	
	“I'm guessing not. 
	Despite what you may think, we run a fairly tight ship where disease
	is concerned.  After all, you can't keep selling something if it
	kills the consumer quickly, can you?  I bet she never told you how
	often our doctors spread her open and looked inside.”

	
	“Huh?”  Gideon said,
	cocking his head to one side.  
	

	
	“You see, it's much too
	early to tell by the naked eye, but my doctors knew right away. 
	Gideon, did you know that Rolanda has a baby growing inside of her? 
	How does it feel to have another man's seed in the womb of the woman
	you were planning on marrying?”

	
	The world swooned and fell away
	from under Gideon, giving him a weightless feeling as his stomach
	floated up into his throat.  It was just too much, too large of a
	thought to pass across the little synapses in his brain, and so they
	all fired at once and then stopped, leaving him unable to think. 
	The only things that he experienced were little tactile sensations,
	the tightness of his jacket from where Rolanda was squeezing it, the
	little waves of heat and faint smell of smoke coming from the forest
	fire, the thickness of his throat as he tried to swallow, the
	darkness edging in on the corners of his vision.

	
	“Steady, Gideon,” a
	voice whispered in his ear.  Leanin's hand on his shoulder brought
	him back.

	
	“The spiders,”
	Rolanda whispered, “the spiders are real.  The spiders are
	real.”

	
	Akem laughed again.  “So
	which is it?  I give you the choice, who do you want to take to
	safety, and who will you give to me?”

	
	Gideon's vision gradually came
	back into focus.  “I can't,” he said.  Rolanda tightened
	her grip on his back and Leanin turned her head towards him.  “I
	won't.  You always give me these choices, but they aren't yours to
	give.  You've made me participate, made me play your games, but I
	won't anymore.”  Gideon drew his own pistol.  “This ends
	now.”

	
	Akem turned his head to the
	side, his smile faltering.  “Well that's a shame,” he
	said.

	
	Gideon fired first, the loud
	crack of his gunshot deafening, aiming at the small man in the
	center.  Leanin followed suit, squeezing off a shot at the man
	holding the flame thrower.  They ran towards the chicken coop while
	they fired, the quick staccato of gunshots following them. 
	

	
	Gideon felt the pressure before
	the pain, like someone pressing hard on his legs and stomach, and
	then a fiery bolt of agony shot up his leg and he fell.  The shadows
	were coming, blurry against the wall of flames.  Rheannon was laying
	by Harold, Gideon wasn't sure whether she was dead or grieving, but
	it didn't really matter now.  The ground came up to meet him hard
	and the pain spread through his entire body.  The grass felt cool
	under him, a soft pillow to lay on.  They were closer now, and
	everything was blurred.  Gunshots rang out, but they were distant. 
	He could see the fire belching out of the end of their weapons, but
	the sounds came from so far away.  Darkness crept in from the edge
	of his vision and he lost consciousness.

	
	

	

	
	...

	
	

	

	
	He opened his eyes and dirt fell
	in, stinging him.  He tried to move his arm up to brush it away but
	found he couldn't.  There was pain throughout his limbs, and an even
	pressure blanketing over his body.  Every few seconds the pressure
	increased as something was dropped on top of him.  He was cold; he
	opened his mouth and dirt cascaded in, finding the sudden gap that
	was created.  It fell over his tongue and down the back of his
	throat, he shook and choked but nothing dislodged it.  Though his
	lungs expanded, every breath seemed to draw him less oxygen.  He had
	been there before.  
	

	
	A cold splash of panic gripped
	him and gave him a momentary strength; he struggled again to lift
	his arms or legs, but the feeling was fleeting, and soon gone.  As
	he tried to move loose bits of dirt fell in through his nose,
	filling every crevice available.  Oxygen stopped coming through.

	
	His last thought before he lost
	consciousness again was to hope that Leanin and Rolanda made it out
	safely, although he knew, even in his delirious state, that hope
	might only be a dying man's comfort.

	
	

	

	
	

	

	
	The End
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